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CHRISTIAN ALLEGORY IN THE MERCHANT OF VENICE 
·by Harold T. Schacht 
Abatr_ac·t 
. IP q ... 
-~. 
Beyond anything else, this paper is intended to be an 
affirrnation o-r the unity of The Merchant of' ~~:n,~~o !t should 
be seen, after a detailed lnvestiga·tion of "che sp:t1~i:tt1al planes 
of meaning which run parallel to the natural story, that the 
allegory organizes the total work and demonstrates its funda• 
· mental unityo The allegorical level 1s maintained tr1ro11g_hout 
by the t1se of metaphors, conceits, exempla., imagery lJy vJord 
and narrative, symbolic characterization, and references to 
the Bible, both di~ect and indirect, 
The paper then cornpa1SJes sorae of the dissenting critical 
views with the one determined by tne allegory. The intended 
effect of this is to discredit the idea that the play is a 
nodge~podge which developed contrary to Shakespeare's con-
scious intention. While some critical views are ruled out by 
the allegorical interprete.tionD mia,:1y can be unified under this 
more generic view as diff'erent con1patible perspectives. 
The allegory dete1t"n1ines for a certainty the protagon1st1c 
and antagonistic elements of the play; it 1~eveals Belrnont to 
be a cen·ter of Ohristian fellowship ratl'ler than a place of 
aristocratic frivolity. IJ.1he casket devices are not guessing 
games, but are spiritual tests designed to determine who are 
worthy of lii\~; 5.J1 a ruillenial society and who are not. Hence 
the 2:,<)ocik1.ess of certain characters 1a decided against co11fl1et• 
ing critical standard& based upon worldly judgments. The 
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. · talket plot is derived from an exemplum which. demonstrat•• 
dempt1on story• and through Portia are vo1eed \~the ae 
emanating from God •. 
Shyloclt 1~epPesents tb.e pPincipal opposition to the 
Cb1'1stien 1JE1l/t:10s set foPth, which, 011 tl1.e nati,ral level, 1• 
etege v~:1.1,l.ai11y 8 but tfh1ch symbol:l.oa:tly is Pharisaic; so that 1n the courtroom scene overtones of the pre-Crucifixion trial 
are evoked. 
Shylock's speeches are tested by theological or1terla, 
and are ~evealed as fitting into the unity of the play, 
·ratt1e1~ t;l1a11 }Jolting from tl1eir context with ethical force 
and human appeal altogethe~ out of character for a. villain. 
Shylock's oomplc1{ l:1terary ancestry is given ~Jo111e con• 
a1derat1on so as tc, i')eveal the basis for hie r.nt1lt;i(iiPfaceted 
aan»e. These v·arious aspects of his being have presented 
a seeming ambigaity to many critics~ but·he~e the7 are given 
values 1~e1a.tive to one D.llott1.ex';) and ai?e integ!'ated. 
With tnis,·, .x have 9rtte111rJt;od to anawer the charge against lhaktspeaFe of antie,S01nitiam 011 the baela of tb.e Christian 
,ralues tile le-ading character, exemplify. 
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Tbe Merchant of Venice has long been a troublespot in 
~the world's litera~re, over which territoriaLdisputes 
have been waged as to whether the play belongs in tbe realms 
of anti~Semitism or in the area or social enlightenment in 
keeping with Shakespeare's humane and penetrating intel-
ligence. 
There is room in this play, as in any play, fo~ dif-
. ( .. , : 
ferences of interpretation, and the plays which endure 
through many eras of history are bound to be reinterpreted 
by different generations of artists,·each generation being 
borne along on a diffe~ent tide of public opinion. But 
such latitudes of interpretation have been taken with The 
Merchant of Venice as to throw into doubt the vital inten-
----........ - ....... S :mDrm8CY9Esi 
tion of the author and to damage the integrity of the play, 
likening it to a body wandering in a vacuum of space in-
stead of orbiting around a stable and central idea where 
each episode illustrates some aspect of a theme. Professor 
Stoll has aptly said that a piece of art that can mean 
anything can come to mean nothing. 
Shylock was portrayed, it is said, as a comic char-
acter until the Irish actor, Charles Macklin, gave him.a 
new guise of grotesque ferocity. Macklin discarded the 
1 
comic butt and kept the villain. John Palmer, who 
emphasizes Shylock's comedic side• insists that he held 
' 2 
the stage for over a century as a comic character. Dav~d 
: ! 
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Belasco presumes otherwise, stating in his Souvenir of 
The Merchant of Ve?lfce, 3 and agreeing with William Winter, 4 
---------
that the first of the many performers who have appeared as 
Shylock was Richard Burbage who 11'especially excelled" as a 
tragic actor. He concludes that Burbage played the part 
in a tragic manner •. There is more certainty about Macready 
and Irving. ·, It is generally agreed that they portrayed 
Shylock as a picturesque Hebrew, a venerable martyr and 
avenger. Kean emphasized Shylock's injured humanity and 
portrayed him as an outraged father. Mansfield maintained 
a tactful rapport with the Jewish audiences to which be 
played in his first performances, but because his idea of 
the character was not definite and his convictions vague 
as to the themes of the play, his acting wandered from 
consistency. In bis later performances he eliminated the 
sensibility of the character and allowed the stress to 
fall on evil power. 5 
The New York Times of May 9, 1916 reviewed Sir Herbert 
Tree's production of The Merchant of Venice given at the 
New Araste~dam Theatre a few days after a luncheon ror the 
Clergy Club of New York where Tree defended Shylock. The 
review states: 
Tree's Shylock is a towering figure, gray 
and unkempt of beard., bent, .haggard~ forlorn 1h 
his tattered gaberdineo He makes little com-
promise with the black guile and malignant hate 
of the old money~cbangerD but without soXtening 
Shylock$) he does malre strong bi~ appeal to your 
sym.patbies for the lonely, desolate 9 persecuted Jew. At a dozen points in the play odd bits or 
·,. -
2 
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j' 
business are fabricated :for this alone, and 
Shylock, whose stature grows in the fingl scene, 
is at the end a deeply pathetic figureo 
In reviewing the production or Th~ Merchant of Venice 
given at Hampdenua Theatre on December 26, 1925, Brooks 
Atkinson in The New York Times of December 28, 1925, re-
marked: 
~ 
Mr. Hampden1 s Shylock bas been seen in 
New.York berore. Eschewing the melodrama and 
the pyrotechnics often assumed in this part,· 
·be interprets the Jew as a man of intellect 
and personal misfortune 9 all in one dominating 
mood of bitterness and loneliness without 
contrasto'l 
In reviewing Luther Adler's performance o~ Shylock 
in the presentation of The Merchant 9f Venice at the New 
York City Center Walter Kerr states in the March 5, 1953, 
New York Herald Tribune: 
In his first scene, Luther Adler seems 
to have found a fresh and promising attack on 
the problem. of Shylocko Instead of a quaver-
ing octogenarian with masses of straggling 
beard 9 we are o?~ered a youngisbD bristling, 
confident Jew of Veniceo The beard is trim 
and broim; the man is robust and businessccalike·. 
There is intelligence~ candor and ~harp~ shrewd 
humor in this first intriguing imageo Mro 
Ad1er has an interesting idea about Shylock; 
but it is not a big enough one to8embrace all the turn~ and twists of the play. 
The ultimate sympathy for 'Shylock was achieved by 
' 
Jewish actors playing the part of Shylock. Mingling 
intense Jewish loyalties with admiration for Shakespea~e, 
they found an heroic Shylock not inconsistent with the 
intent of the author and, in fact,·witb his real, though 
somewhat hidden purpose. The fault of these Jewish inter-
.·,. 
~. 
\ 
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pretations lies in the fact that they proceed from the ·as-
sumption that Shylock is a real person; that is, they 
ignore the fact ~hat The Merchant of Venice is a play. An 
adequate answer to the Jewish view would take this paper 
beyond its scope into theological discussion. 
Updating the matter to the present, we have it from Mr. 
Kerr that in general actors elaborate today a somber or 
at least a sober Shylock, most of'ten "Straining for maximum 
dignity and tragic emotion" in bis portrayal. 9 
' Literary criticism bas "kept pace" or has ngone be-
fore" these movements wherein the character of Shylock 
71uctuates between miscreant and martyr, some interpreta-
r tions or him including an admixture or both. According to 
{ 
'. ... 
Professor Stoll: 
Mac~lin 1 .s conception is in s:ytnpa thy with Rowe' s; 
Keane's with Hazlitt's and Skottowe's; and 
Macready and Irving take tbe·great company of 
the later critics with them in their notion of 
racial pathos and despite the declarations of 
a Spedding~ a Furniv~ll, and a Furness, in their 
plea for tolerationo~o 
Mr. Stoll himself believes in Shylock's unrelieved 
legendary villainy in keeping with the "settled prejuddces" 
of Shakespeare's time, and with him he includes Brandes, 
Brandl, Creizenacb, Morsbach, and Sarcy. He bases bis view 
on the racial hatred which existed from ancient times on-
.. 
ward, and makes ~bundant citations from the anti~Semitic 
literature or the Middle Ages, including the "passion plays" 
that were produced all over Europe and which presented the 
Jew as Evil ror the sake of Evil. 
I ' 
·t., 
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Mr. Hugh Hunt, whose view does not waver from the 
utility of staging .the play as a romantic comedy, warns 
tb~t too deep a search might lead us into philosophrc 
byroads that could depart from the play as a piece or 
entertain.ment. 11 He sees sympathy in Shylock which he 
regards as the outcome o~ Shakespeare's unconscious in-
tention. 
Mr. Nevill Cogbill also upholds the play as a comedy, 
formulated according to a medieval conception in that it 
has a beginning in troubles and a resolution in joy. But 
he postulates the presence of other planes of meaning than 
those immediately manifested in the "story." His obser-
12 1 
vation is that "spiritual parallels suggest themselves." 
These, in turn, suggest a meaning which qualifies the 
literal meaning and which is consistent with similar al-
lusions throughout the play which contribute to a unirorm 
understanding on another level. Mr. Coghill reg~rds these 
meanings as not evident except to those who have a certain 
I ) 
habit of perception, and since the discernment of these 
"meanings" might rely on the uncontrolled faculty of sub-
~ jective intuition, "they must be rigorously tested against 
the manifest meaning of the play as a whole so that one 
confirms the other. 1113 The Merchant of Venice is replete 
with narrative imagez:x which gives "simultaneous meaning 
on other than naturalistic planes of interpretation."14 
Israel Gollancz sees a more particularized set of 
\· \ 
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"' 
symbols related to the myth of the Parliament of Heaven and 
the Redemption myth in whic·h Antonio represents Christ; 
Shylock, Evil; and Portia, Mercy and Grace. 15 Barbara Ke,, 
Lewalski applies this interpretation to the trial scene, 
but adduces other allegorical aspects to explain nuance 
and contrariety, growth and variability in the characters 
through the whole play. 
Some allegorical overtones have long been recognized 
in connection with the opposition of Justice and Mercy in 
the play; this was regarded as a conflict between the Old 
Law and the New, the Hebrew Covenant and the Christian Dis-
pensation. But it remained for Miss Lewalski to organize 
the total work on an allegorical basis. She uncovers in~ 
• The Merchant of Venice "patterns of Biblical all us ion and ... 
imagery so precise and pervasive as to be patently delib-
erate,11 clearly revealing "an important theological di-
mension in the play and pointing toward consistent and 
unmistakeable allegorical meanings. 1116 
Taking her cue from Dante and the medieval allegorical 
method he exemplified, she manages to account for the 
variations of character somewhat more schematically than 
has Mr. Coghill: 
In contrast to the personification allegory 
wherein a particular is created to embody an insensible 9 Dante's symbolic method causes a particular real situation to suggest a meaning 
or meanings beyond itselfo In 1VN {iic7 Shakespeare~ like Dante, is ultimately con-
cerned with the nature o.f the Christian 1·1re, 
though as a dramatist be is fully as interested 
,I, 
6 
I 
I 
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.,. 
in the way in which the allegorical dimensions 
enrich the particular instance as in the use of 
the particular to point to higher levels o~ 
meaningo The various dimensions of allegorical 
significance in MV9 though not consistently 
maintained throughout the play and not usceptible 
of analysi~ wi¢th schematic r:tgor.9 are generally 
analogous to Dante's fou~ level~ of ~llegorical 
meaningg ~ literal or story level; an allegor-
ical signifieence concerned ·~ri th t1c11Jths relating 
to humanity as a whole and to Christ as head of 
humanity; a moral o~ tropological level dealing 
with factors in the moral development of the 
individual; and an anagogical significance 
treatfng the ultimate reality, the Heavenly 
City o ·r 
Miss Lewalskl, on the strength of the above, brings 
out a crucial interpretative point: 
Moreover, comprehension of the play's allegorical 
meanings leads to a· recognition o~ its fundamental 
uni ty 9 discrediting the comrnon critical view that 
it is a hotchpotch which developed gontrary to 
Shakespeare's conscious intentionol 
If the play realizes its unity on an allegorical level, 
then the possibility remains open that various critical 
views of Shylock as a comic butt or comedic giant (like 
Pantalone), as a stage villain, as a sometimes tragic or 
pitiable figure, or si1nply as a medieval banker, are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive, divergent concepts. They 
may be different compatible perspectives of a complex 
creation whose genesis is from several traditions. The 
character of Shylock may result from a carefully fitted 
collage of images, or from one transparency overlaid upon 
another, blending into a final, believable synthesis. The 
one transparency,~so to speak, which would block out all 
the rest and which would obstruct the unity of the play is 
1 
i 
tbat which upholds Shylock categorically as a tragic figure 
more sinned against than sinning. because there is an over-
balance of opposition to tbis in the other characters on 
the highest levels of meaning. 
Our sympathy for Shylock can be variously explained. 
In the allegory, where he uniformly opposes the symbolic 
~ presentation of Christian virtue, we may say that he offers 
a· net representation of :Evil. E. E. Stoll notes that the 
identification of Jew and Devil is repeated nine times in 
the play, 19 and other touches of dramatic emphasis main-
tain a pejorative coloring in him no matter bow seemingly 
appealing his passion, or eloquent its expressions •. But, 
like Milton's Satan, Shylock can be too easily unde~stood 
as a tragic hero, because evil, broadly registering with 
the bent and with the predicament of man in terms of suf-
fering and loss, and here -- in terms of solitary op-
position~- does not always preclude empathy; and virtue, 
if even it be recognized, is not always attractive. 
J. R. Brown bas accounted for Shylock's sympathy thus: 
The comedies were seen as vehicles for ex-pressing a tolerance and love of human idiosyncrasieso In line with this view, the 
characterization of Shylock bas suggested that Shakespeare was willing to give even the devil his due if he came in the guise of a mano20 
Mr. Brown cautions against the human tendency to side with 
tbe wrong team: 
The fact that we are invited to sympathize with Malvolio, Jaques, and Shylock does not mean that we must also condone them.21 
8 
I 
/ ( 
In range and intensity of emotion Shylock outdoes all 
the other characters of the play. In contrast to his 
underdog aloneness. they have the strength of numbers and 
spiritual alliance. Also, the Christian characters derive 
their greatest depth from symbolism which does, not shine 
22 through ,,·to the common understanding. So, in contrast to 
Shylock, they seem light and vapid. Naturalistically they 
can be denigrated and dismissed. 
' Shylock's stage villainy is the g~eatest economy of 
i'' 
means that is consistent with the utmost emphasis in under-
scoring his opposition to Christian virtue, but this stock 
villainy shades into pity, for one thing, because by the 
Christian ethic Shylock is also a redeemable man; and 
23' ,' 
ultimately he is redeemed, which -~could not logically 
happen if he trirere totally committed to evil. Thus his 
hatefulness can appear in the light of spiritual sickness24 
as our view becomes colored with pity • 
. Then, in backward view, his identification with the 
Devil, as Miss Lewalski points out," ••• seems to 
function here less to heap opprobrium on the Jew than to 
\, 
\ 
'· 
suggest the ultimate source of the princ:fp,les of revenge 
and hatred which Shylock seeks to justify out of the Law.n25 
The sense of this is clarified by the statement of Christ 
made to those he would redeem., though they were bent on bis 
destruction: "Ye are of your father tbe devill, and the 
lustes of your father ye will dol He batbbe'en a murtherer 
from the beginning" ( John 8 :44). 26 
I: 
9 
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Shylock, too, uses the devil accusation against 
Antonio, saying: 
Why; then the devil give him good of itL I'll stay no longer question. 
(IV, 1, 345-346) 27 
. 
. 
' and against "your prophet the Nazarite": 
Yes to smell pork; to eat of the habitation which your prophet the Nazarite conjured the devil into. 
(I, 111, 35-37) 
That which stands in opposition to the sanctity of 
belief of either side is of the devil. 
Shylock's redemption·is a motif throughout the play. 
There are allusions to his ultimate conversion, some or 
them suggested by puns. Considered lowly as a tool of 
humor, the pun in Shakespeare's hands is highly adaptable 
to the uses of allegory; while preserving its disguise 
in a lightness of touch, it functions on two levels of 
meaning. The first of these allusions occurs as a con-
clusion to Shylock's pretext or friendship: 
Why look you, how you storm! I would be friends wit~ you, and have your love, Forget the shames that you have stained me with, Supply your present wants, and take no doit or usance for my moneys - and you'll not hear me. This is kind I offer. 
(I, 111, 138-143) 
Bassanio converts the meaning of "kind" ivi th a pun, nThis 
were kindness." Shylock's "kind" carries the meaning of 
"payment in kind,." -- one like thing for another, while 
Bassan1o 1 s 11 k1ndness"·means "charity." The second meaning 
,./ 
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of the word is established in Shylock's next speech, "This 
kindness will I show -- / Go with me to a notary ••• " 
Antonio's answer, innnediately following, sustains and 
emphasizes the word 0 "Content in faith, I 1 11 seal to such 
a bond, / And say there is much kindness in the Jew • 11 
After an interval too short ror the word to be forgotten, 
it is connected to the conversion motir when Antonio bids 
Shylock goodbye as the scene comes to an end: 
Hie thee gentle Jewo 
(Exit Shzlock The Hebrew will turn Christian, he grows kind. 
(I, iii, 179-180) 
"Thus Antonio suggests that voluntary adoptions of a basic 
Christian attitude will lead to the conversion of the 
Jew. 1128 In this context tbe dual frame of reference or 
"gentle" and "gentile" is quite apparent. Thi~ pun is 
again employed in connection with Shylock's future con-
version when Lorenzo says, "If e'er th~ Jew, her father 
~ome to heaven,/ It will be for his gentle daughter's 
sake" (II, iv, 33-34). The conversion in the trial scene, 
being linked to Portia's Christian persuasion there, and 
be:re to Lorenzo's allusion to a Pauline doctrine o~ winning 
souls, and to Antonio 8 s light and passing exhortation on 
some of the qualifications or a Christian, provides part 
of the motif wherein the Christian characters are "ven-
turing" to win Shylock to God, according to the duties of 
evangelistic Christianity. 
,, 
11 
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Walter Ker~ persuasively traces out another lamination 
or Shylock's being, on the strength of which alone he ac-
counts fort all of ,S·hylock' s character and fo:r his sym- ,, 
pathetic appeal: 
The likelihood that pathos will emerge from 
the most outlandishly, even grotesquely, 
conceived cartoon emerges from a very simple 
prineipleg all truly funny fligures are 
necessarily sympathetic figureso If a man 
makes us laugh 9 we like himo He may do quite 
terrible· things in tbe pursuit or the object 
of his lust 9 his avarice or his spite; be~ 
cause be delights us in his outlandishness, 
in bis methods, in his mania~ and because 
we are quite sure he is going to be as de= 
lightfully discomfited= we feel no emotional 
revul~ion for the things be does 9 or for his persono We sec~etly admire him; we look 
forward eagerly to his next appearance on the 
stage; in an oddly inverted but very under-
standing way9 we feel for bim 9 And because 
we feel for this enchanted buffoon» we can 
always be delicately touched by bimo29 
Mr. Kerr's concept or an exclusively comic Shylock 
bas its br~is in Shylock's resemblance to Pantalone of the 
tr 
commedia dell 9 arte. Indeed, Pierre Louis Ducharte 1 s ac-
count of Pantalone30 reveals so many physical and temper-
,;:;> 
amental resemblances to Shylock, so many situations sur-
rounding both alike, that to say that Pantalone suggests 
Shylock would seem to be commonplace. Yet the sources for 
Shylock are comm.only attributed elsewhere. But the line 
followed by Mr. Kerr is that· ·Shylock assimilates Pantalone, 
that he reads like a "comic, garrulous, sputtering, ex-
. 31 
citable, stingy old goat." Let us set aside our own 
preconceptions and listen to Mr. Kerr's professional, 
theater-going ear tuned in on snatches of dialogue: 
12 
. I 
' ' ;··_.-'-.· ... ~,~· 
Shylock. Three thousand ducats: well. 
Bassanio. Ay, sir, for three months. 
ShyloCKc For three months: wello 
Bassanioo For which 9 as I told you, Antonio 
shall be boundo 
Shylock. Antonio shall become bound: well. 
(I, iii, 1-6) 
Mr. Kerr's connnents follow: 
'"""''\~ 
~"' 
What are those repetitlona all about? What is 
that rhythmic nwell" doing there? Don't they 
sound on quick acquaintance~ li1re the mumbling, 
11p~smacking 9 beard=moistening reiterations of 
the anrusi:ngly aged? Abstracted from the:1.~ 
context they might do as a pattern for a vaude-
ville routine~ that familiar one in which the 
blear=eyed comic gropingly reiterates the in-
structions bis straight man is giving him until 
he is ready for the surprise switcho In the 
context of the play 9 they create precisely the 
kind of comic rhythm that lends itself to 
burlesque imitation by one of the secondary 
fools~ which» of coursej is what Launcelot 
Gobbo takes advantage of a little later in the 
eveningo Indeed~ if Launcelot's mimicry is to 
be effective, the initial rhythm - and the 
actor's management of it - must be inherently 
funny.32 
Other stock devices of the comedian are pointed out: 
prattling repetition, the raroical pedantry of explaining 
what is already clear., as when he gives Jessica instruc-
tions for the night ("stop my house's ears, I mean my 
casements"); the offhanded i?hrowaway of the sel.fc=styled 
jokesmitb (when asked if his money bas the potency of ewes 
~ 
and rams, Shylock murmurs, "I cannot tell, I make it breed 
as fast"). When he says, "I did dream of money bags to-
night," we have the cartoon of avarice, flatfooted and, 
outlandish. 
It is well worth the trouble to look in on Pantalone 
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of the connnedia dell' arte, not only to test Mr. Kerr's 
arguments, but to prove who was nearest of kin in Shylock's 
literary ancestry, Mr. Kerr's suggestions, or Mr. Stoll 1 s. 
Venice, the locale of this play, evolved Pantalone. 
He is pictured wearing a loose black cape, Turkish slippers, 
and a red woollen bonnet, typical dress for a prosperous 
Venetian trader. In a seventeenth-century etching by 
Jacques Callot, Pan·talone needs only a purse and a knife 
to be the image of Shylock.33 
I 
The name "Pantalone" seems originally to come from the 
phrase pianta leone, to plant the lion. Venetians stood 
to gain new wealth by planting the Lion of St. Mark every-
. 
where possible in the trading world, and Pantalone was 
the most eager of such merchants. 
Nature herself brought about the first ambiguity in 
Shylock's person when she endowed Pantalone with an 
aquiline nose of full proportion, and a full black beard, 
whereas a tradition perpetuated in literature.and folk-
lore conventionaliz ad the Jewish .figure in a "Judas" 
costume of red wig, 'red beard, and a large nose. It is 
t.\ 
commonly supposed that Shylock was portrayed on the stage 
until the nineteenth century in such make-up and cos~Jme. 
In ract, it was so taken for granted that this was what 
Shakespeare intended, and that this was the matrix from 
which he began to create the pure symbol of Evil, that 
even -the humanizing of Shylock came from the warmth of 
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' his band, unconsciously, while molding the clay of Judas. 
Pantalone 1 s concupiscenoe, too, was after the Italian 
manner and not the Semitic. For such qualities as these 
be was the butt of Venetian ridicule, and his legend for'med 
as Jewish legend formed, not only by such qualities as he 
actually possessed, but by as many more as people could 
think up. 
Pantalone has been in business all his life, and even 
now that be is retired he is still a slave to money. Often 
he is engulfed by worry as he waits month after month for 
news of bis ships which should be .returning from the Orient 
loaded with silks and perfumes. As be waits and frets, he 
estimates the profit he plans to make from his incoming 
cargo. But it happens discouragingly often that land 
thieves and water thieves, the peril of the waters, winds, 
and rocks despoil his anticipated wealth. Then he works 
himsel£ into a fury, pulling out his beard and spitting 
into the sea which brings bobbing to his feet a wretched 
bead of cabbage for bis pains. 
But Pantalone's breath of life is comm.ercial enter-
prise. It is the prop which sustains his being. He rises 
up from defeat and once more sets out to make his fortune 
which becomes more precious and dearly bought as he charges 
oft to it bis previous railure. 
Thus it is that Pantalone becomes extremely miserly, 
a trait which is reflected in his treatment of his valet, 
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who is invariably a clown: either Grillo, Mantecba, None, 
or Harlequin; but whoever he is, he is given the most 
meager diet. Pantalone hires Mantecha as an apprentice 
valet, and when he discharges him, it is just at meal-
time. Mantecba 8 s ~atber entreats Pantalone to take his 
son back. The valet invariably mimics his master's speech 
. ' 
behind his back. 
Shylock follows this pattern closely enough when be 
washes his hands of his servant who is "a huge feeder." 
Launcelot reveals further Shylock's Pantalone~like stingi-
ness in bis quaintly pathetic remark, "I am famished in 
bis service. You may tell every finger I have with my 
ribs." Gobbo, Launcelot 1 s father, appears on the scene to 
visit Shylock, but departs from the pattern only slightly, 
the "defect of his suit 11 being to assure his son's new 
employment with Bassanio as Shylock is about to dismiss 
him. 
Pantalone, like Shylock, has a daughter with whom he 
is strict. She is an ingenue in love, eager for marriage., 
and for escape from her father's tyranny. A friendly 
,P 
servant smuggles letters in and out, by means of which ar-
rangements are made for the daughter and her lover to meet. 
In due course, she elopes, and then she is likely to take 
a supply·of her father's ducats with her. Pantalone is 
outraged and driven nearly out of his wits. But others 
~ 
are delighted to see him so beset; he is such a "skinflint" 
16 
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and "calamity howler." 
,, 
At his belt he usually carries a large purse and a 
dagger. When provoked 9 which is often, he draws and 
brandishes the daggero Somehow or other, it is alw~ys 
/J" 
returned to the scabbard unused. 
Whether or not it can be proved that Pantalone was a 
scource for Shylock, the similarities are too close and 
too many to be coincidental. By comparison with Pantalone, 
Shylock and Judas are scarce cater-cousins. 
Mr. Kerr makes a good case for the possibility of 
Shakespeare having had contact with the commedia dell' 
arte: 
Shakespeare's image of Venice and all 
that might pass in it may have come from his 
experience of watching the Italian troupes 
play; these were Italian 9 they knew Venice, 
they exuded its spirit in a styie that was 
both mocking and accurate; they constituted 
Shakespeareus most intimate 9 direct, and 
reliable sense of the atmosphere of the 
Rialtoo 
That Shakespeare and his associates knew 
Pantalone and his retinue is quite clear. 
Comma~!!, troupes began visiting London as 
early as 15740 Companies returned at inter-
vals thereafter; one is thought to have spent 
the entire season in London during the year 
of Shakespeare's arrival from Stratfordo 
Playwrights Thomas Heywood 9 Thomas Kyd 9 and 
Ben Johnson all mention these farceurso Among 
the papers left by Burbagevs greatest actor-
rival9 Edward Alleyn 9 were four com.media 
scenarioso Shakespeare himself made reference 
to this salty9 droolingp somehow venerable 
figure in A~ You Like It~ and elsewhere came 
to call his own fools "zanies 9 n after zanni or· 
the Italian travelerso Pantalone~was, a~ a 
suggestive theatrical image, available.34 , 
17 
I 
I 
i 
i 
l 
., 
But the unity of the play and the whole character or 
Shylock do not lend themselves to reformulation on the 
·, basis of Mr. Kerr's interpretation. In a pageant of 
Covenants, Laws, and ethics, in which Shylock so strongly 
rigures, he must have more representational dignity than 
the image of Pantalone allows him. His speech beginning 
"Hath not a Jew eyes?" does not read like a vaudeville 
routine. His revenge is not of the slapstick variety. His 
repudiation of music and bis identification with the 
"tempest" image go far deeper than comic treatment, ac-
cording to G. Wilson Knight's theorem set forth in his 
Shakespearian TemRes~ (1932), which traces many of these 
images in the comedies. Knight points out an opposition 
between ntempest" and "music" as a principle of unity in 
35 Shakespeare. For example, when Shylock demands the 
pound of flesh, Antonio likens him to the sea encroaching 
upon the land, and to the "mountain pines • • • fretten 
with the gusts of heaven" (IV, 1, 71-72, 75-77). This is 
to be compared with Shylock's rejection of music in the 
same scene: "And others when the bag-pipe sings 11 th' 
':\I 
i 
nose,/ Cannot contain their urine" (IV, 1, 49-50), and 
previously when be tells Jessica: "Lock up my doors,,d 
when you hear the drum/ And the vile squealing of the 
wry-necked fife,/ Clamber you hot up to the casement then" 
(II, v, 27-31). These references are partly humorous, per-
haps, until Jessica reveals her deprivation· of music (at 
16 
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whose harids but her father's?) even when fine music is 
playing. She tells Lorenzo: ·nr am never merry when I 
hear sweet musi'c" (V, 1, 69). The beast imagery also 
gives Shylock, at times, a caste of fellness that is too 
sharp and of too large a scale to be in keeping with the 
spirit of Pantalone. He is likened to an "inexecrable 
dog" (IV, i, 128), a Pythagorean "wolf" (IV, 1, 131-139), 
a "cut-throat dog" (I, iii, 112), and "a stranger cur" 
( I, iii, 119). These are not merely anger-provolted oaths 
characterizing him as predatory, but they are to be taken, 
.. 
along with the ·1ack of music, as contributing to the 
moral derangement and disharmony of the world, as in King 
Lear, where the imagery of the lower animals notably 
symbolizes a chaotic and hostile worla.36 But, para-
-· doxically, there is sympathy; and the way in which his 
frustration is voiced and the extent to which he is 
--broken by life go far beyond the familiar situations of 
the intrigue comedies and the commedia plots. 
. ' . ~' 
Mr. Kerr has succeeded only in isolating another 
ingredient of Shylock's nature, adding it to the list of 
other isolated views which, when thrown together un-
resolved in the mind, mak~up a pot-pourri. Only by re-
ducing these ingredients to .their relative proportions 
and then discerning their dominant and background flavors, 
their seasoning and spicing effect, can we savor the dish 
the author bas served. 
f. 
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J. Dover Wilson commends this multi-sided view to us, / 
saying: 
,/ 
Shylock is so subtly conceived and presented 
so completely in the rull human round that he 
escapes the grasp accustomed to conventional 
stage figures and one~sided typeso He is at 
once a tragic figure representative of the 
suffering Hebrew race throughout history and 
expressing the indignation and the aspirations 
of oppressed peoples and races throughout the 
world; while at the same time he can be a comic 
character~ and a crafty, bloodthirsty villain. Shakespeare intended all this to be incorporated into the person of Shylock.37 
Mr. Kerr's view does- explain why Shylock has been a 
comic butt in so many stage presentations. The other 
~ 
subtle aspects of his nature were. forgotten as the audience 
saw the familiar Pantalone come alive in the person of 
Shylock. But the identification of Shylock with Pantalone 
does not diminish the anti-:Semi tic animus as Mr. Kerr 
supposes, maintaining that the serious issues are dis-
pelled in comedy. Where Pantalone was ridiculed in-
nocuously for his avarice, Shylock would be ridiculed also 
for his unmistakeable Jewishness. The spirit that animates 
Pantalone has made a visitation upon many national groups, 
·' 
racial types, regional characters, and on unclassified in-
dividuals: The canny Scot, the shrewd Yankee, the crafty 
Arab, the cunning Gypsy, the frugal Frenchman, etc.; yet 
it has come home to roost on the Jewish reputation. The 
only singl.e instrument trJith widespread enough influence to 
shape public opinion thus _is The Merchant of Venice with 
Clr':!2. I..~ ----=-
Shylock misrepresented on the stage. Even the light-hearted 
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and carefree traditional view of Shylock as an ogre casually 
wrought out of a random fancy,~1n a·wistful romance, has 
helped to roster this damaging image of the Jew, by reason 
of the fact that this is the version which has bad the 
greatest currency. 
The only truly demonstrable interpretation which les~ 
sens the anti-Semitic sting is the one which· gives Shylock 
sympathy where it is due, recognizing tbis sympathy to be 
out of the design of the author to render Shylock-as one 
wbo is redeemable, as Judas is not and as Satan is not. 
This sympathy does not ~creen Shylock's comic or villain-
ous qualities, but enters into a balance with these ele-
~· 
ments where each tempers the other. 
With this understanding, each one of Shylock's speeches, 
whether it be comic, villainous, or sympathetic, can be 
rendered at full face value: 
Fair Sir, you spit on me on Wednesday last; 
You spurned me such a day, another time 
You called me dog; and for these courtesies 
I 1 11 lend you thus much moneys? 
(I, iii, 127-13~) 
These lines are needlessly underplayed because of con-
ceiving Shylock one-dimensionally as a villain. This is 
part of Shakespeare's artful distribution of sympathy 
necessary to the thematic counte·rpoint of the play. For 
the same reason there is a temporary diminution of sympathy 
toward Antonio, who says in answer to Shylock's pathetic 
grievance: 
21 
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I am as like to call thee so again, 
To spit on thee again, to spurn thee too. 
(I, iii, 131-132) 
Hazlitt has told us that the greatest distortions of 
The Merchant of Venice have been perpetrated on the stage 
-- ----- - ---
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for the benefit of the vulgar and small, that Shylock has 
been victimized by the tradition of caricature. In con-
trast, recent mountings of the play present Shylock as a 
man who is at least a dignified member of an oppressed 
people, whose grievances have been induced by unfair treat-
ment from the Christian community. Compassion for Shylock 
is accompanied by a counterpoint of heedless gaiety in the 
Christian characters as they work out their connivings and 
humiliations against him. They are, in the words of Mr. 
Kerr, "Venetian butterflies who pass their time in planning 
masked revels, marriages by guessing games, gay boy-girl 
disguises., and coy exchanges of rings."38 
In some circles it has been thought that the play is 
not suitable to the modern theater, which strives for a 
single impact on a preconditioned audience. There can be 
no scholarly glossings of the spoken dialogue. There is 
no place in the playbill for discussions of the Elizabethan 
world picture and the zeitgeist for which and out of which 
Shakespeare wrote. 
The general Elizabethan assimilation of the tradition 
or medieval allegory is of little concern to the modern 
theater whose expression is customarily in the vanguard of 
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social progress. civil liberties, and racial tolerance. 
In religion, tolerance has increased with the weakening 
of belief. In Elizabethan times tbe destiny of the soul 
was tg~ great reality before man's minds. It was not 
" likely to occur to the Elizabethans to tolerate beliefs 
which made for the soul's condemnation. The allegorical 
dimension in which is articulated the virtue of the 
Christian characters of The Merchan~ of Venice, and which 
... t:, 
binds the play together, is generally missed in our time --
not only because it is implicit in the action, but it is 
most artfully disguised in Shakespeare's idiomatic phras-
ing, and sometimes in what passes for a '1.yrical common-
place. But the greatest importance or the allegory is 
that it distinguishes the "hero" .from the villain, while 
allowing, at the same time, Christians and Jews to have 
the faults and virtues of men and women in semblance of 
reality. 
Belmont is like the Forest of Arden in As You Like It • 
- -
and like Illyria of Twelfth Night in that it is a back-
ground world for romantic love, ideally rulfilled by 
Jessica and Lorenzo, Bassanio and Portia, Gratlano and 
Nerissa. On superficial view it might seem that Belmont 
is like these other places where courtiers and ladies 
dally and flirt with life and skim their joys from the 
sunlit surface of things, avoiding the involving undertow. 
They toy with love in the language or whimsey, and they 
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strike poses of amorous pretense, reminding us of the 
111posb crowds" of the society columns. Actually, however, 
Belmont should be noted for its elements of departure from 
the romantic and pastoral commonplace, from daydream and t 
escape. It proves to be a setting for a concord of genuine 
and ideal human relationships which is based on a high 
order of' Christian principle and which, not limited to 
romance, is within evel\Yone's reach. It is the ~ove wbicQ 
bonds these individuals together wherein we find the per-
!'ectio'n and blessing, a_l though fault may be found with 
some (and read into others) of the characters of Belmont. 
An unquestioning observer could be misled by the carryover 
of tradition to mistake these practising Christians, ene 
and all, for ·pampered wastrels. 
It is with this necessary correction in mind that we 
:.- can best understand the poetry of Belmont which beatifies 
more than it beautifies. Its spirit is less ornamental 
than it is transcendent. 
How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank. 
Here will we sit and let the sounds of music 
Creep in our ears. Soft stillness and the 
night 
Become the touches of sweet harmony. 
Sit Jessicao Look bow the floor of heaven 
Is thick inlaid with patens of bright gold. 
There is not the smallest orb which thou 
behold' st 
But in his motion like an angel sings, 
Still quiring to tbe young-eyed cherubins; 
Such harmony is in immortal souls, 
But while this muddy vesture of decay 
Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it. 
(V, i, 54-65) 
I 
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In this passage is the sense and spirit of peace. There 
" 
is as swift a transition from tension and strife and ~rom 
mundane care as there is when one leaves the street to walk 
into a temple where he might hear a parallel from Psalms: 
The heavens are declaring the 
glory o:f God; 
And the work of his hands 
the expanse is telling. 
( Psalms 19: 1) 
Lorenzo's lines provide a sensation close enough to 
what one feels when he looks into the night-sky himself and 
lets bis ego drift into the biding folds of infinity. Such 
magnitude and intellect of creation declares all ultimate 
rightness and perfect things to come. 
Reese, who is held by tradition and who misses this 
reverent perspective, says this: 
Though this speech is a splendid piece of 
poetic description ,LThere is no sort of 
writing more meaningless than description 
for descriptionvs sakel739 it does not pro-
ceed functionally from the characters o •• 40 or add materially to our knowledge of them. 
Belmont is not literal in the sense of having a geo-
graphical location and a fence around it. It is not 
Utopia, which implies failure, and it is not so distant 
as heaven. It is~ paradise of the heart which canaexist 
in the midst of surrounding distress and which can belong 
to time, the present, of any age. I-t is a symbolic and 
prefiguring millenial society. It is earth in the brackets 
of heaven. In the Puritan sense it is New Jerusalem; yet 
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even here, romantic love is not out of place. 
Portia presents a duality or romantic and spiritual 
'·' 
values, a fact which can be obse!'Ved in the light of the 
Prince of Morocco's words. It has been said that the 
religious and ethical values of Shakespeare's plays have 
been missed because they are implicit in the action of·· the 
plays rather than explicit in the dialogue, but here the 
dialogue is unmistakeably explicit: 
Why that's the lady, all the world desires her. 
From the four corners of the earth they come 
To kiss this shrine, this mortal breathing saint. 
(II, vii, 38-40) 
As in Antony and Cleopatra, where erotic love is 
exalted by images of magnitude to a level of pagan idol-
atry, here, romantic love is enlarged and lifted to a 
spiritual-symbolic plane. Just as Mariolatry induced an 
exaltation of womanhood in the Middle Ages, which found 
literary expression in chivalry and courtly love, so here, 
.the reaction is reversed so as to lead from romantic~to 
". i.l , I ·,f, 
spiritual values. "The Song of Songs," explained by 
exegetes as the love of God for bis elected ones, is a 
vivid example of spiritual concepts expressed in the 
imagery of earthly love. 
The Hyrcanian deserts and the vast wilds 
Of wide Arabia are as thoroughfares now 
For princes to come view fair Portiao 
The watery kingdom, whose ambitious bead 
Spits in the face of heaven, is no bar 
To stop the foreign spirits, but they come 
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As o•er a brook to see fair Portia. 
One of these contains her heavenly picture. 
(II, vii., 41-48) 
This "heavenly picture" of Portia might slip past our 
notice as a lyrical co~onplace, but occurring as it does 
in a context of adoration, rath·er than of mere lyrical 
tribute, we can suppose that the people who are coming to 
see her from the·,,'..four corners of the earth are less in 
romantic quest than in pilgrimage. The "foreign spirits" 
visiting Portia may very well be pagan subjects of Chris-
tian conversion; coming in such multitudes over so large 
Q an area of land and sea, the indication is of a world-wide 
movement. In this light Portia fits into a conceit where-
by she symbolizes an essence of Christianity yet to be 
determined, but not sufficiently encompassed by the idea 
of Mercy or Grace in the narrower understanding of 
embodied vir,tues. 
Lorenzo strongly hints or the implications of this 
conceit when be says: "Madam, al though I speak 1 t in your 
presence,/ You have a noble and a true conceit/ Of god-
like amity" (III, iv, 1-3}. This is not merely a parcel 
of polite words coming from Lorenzo's facile tongue if we 
look further into her symbolic representation in connec-
tion with the caskets. Concerning this Mr. Gollancz says 
with only a passing treatment: " and the will of • • • 
the dead father in respect to ·the caskets is really, in 
its ultimate. origin., the will of the Heavenly Fatber. 11 41.· 
°'27 
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Portia bas the power to choose· who may stand to life, 
reposed in her through the test of the caskets,i a power 
given to her by her ''holy father" in his will ( the will of 
the Father). We first encounter this suggestion in Portia's 
statement to Nerissa: 
0 me, 
the word "choosel" I may neither choose whom I 
would nor refuse whom I dislike; so is the will or a living daughter curbed by the will of a dead father. 
(I, ii, 24-29) 
This suggests John 5: 30: 
I ·cannot do a single thing of my own initiative; just as I hear, I judge; and the judgement that I render is righteous, because I seek not my will, but the will of the Father which hath sent me. 
These two passages are brought more closely together if we 
.. 
regard Portia's "choosing" as "judging.," which indeed it 
is if the symbolism is further pursued. Her choice of a 
worthy suitor is a judgment as to who is worthy or life in 
the Kingdom of God, a matter which will be more apparent, 
I think, as we go along. 
The emphasis on the holiness of Portia's· father's will 
is given in Nerissa's reply to Portia's last-quoted state-
ment: 
Your father was ever virtuous; and holy men 
at their death have good inspirations, ••• 
(I, ii, 30-31) 
Nerissa renders the concept of righteousness as loving 
"rightly": 
L ·.·. 
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••• therefore, the 
lottery that he hath devised in these three 
chests of gold, silver, and lead 9 whereof who 
chooses his meaning chooses you 9 will no doubt 
never be chosen by any rightly, but one who 
shall right)y love. 
-( I, ii, 31-35) 
The stress of the allegorical puns almost invariably 
depend on :t?epetition., and the phrase "your father's will" 
is offered again, lest it be missed. Nerissa says: 
\ 
If he should orfer to choc/se, and choose the 
right casket~ you should Pefuse to perform 
y~u~ fathervs will if you should refuse to 
accept him. 
(I, ii, 99-101) 
Here the meaning of "will" is shifted from the sense of 
legal conveyance to the sense of "desire" or "purpose" and 
the whole phrase assumes unmistakeably the construction of 
the Biblical text. 
That her father's will is God's will is suggested by 
Portia's ·unobtrusive idiomatic phrasing: 
If I live to be as old as Sibylla, I will die 
as chaste as Diana~ unless I be obtained by 
the manner of m~ fathervs willo I am glad this 
parcel of wooers are so reasonable, for there 
is not one a1nong tl1em but I dote on bis very 
absence; and 1 prai God grant tQem a fair 
departure. , 
(I, 11, 116-121) 
Previously Portia has used a similar idiom in ruling 
out the choice of the Neapolitan Prince and the County 
Palatine, "God defend me from these twol" (I, ii, 56-57). 
The casket device demonstrates bow the humanistic 
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·· writer substituted fable for Scripture in the form of an 
exemplum. The episodes involving the caskets tie in with 
the over-all themes of the play and depict the human heart 
as being searched out and rewarded according to the merit 
of its wisest truths. 
The story or the caskets in the Gesta Romanorum was 
intended as a·moral exemplum, and in some manuscript copies 
a "moral" is given; the gold casket is the choice of 
worldly men., nbothe mightie men and ri che which outwardly 
shine," the silver is the choice of "justices and wise 
men of this world which shine in fair speech," and the 
(\ 
I~ 
l .,, 
lead is the choice of the "simple" and "poore" who at the 
judgment day "be espoused to our Lord, Jesu Christ."42 
Miss Lewalski elaborates the casket episodes into a 
"moral n, and allegorical meaning, further pinpointing their 
Biblical signifitiance and Portia's high calling. 
At the "allegorical" level, the caskets 
signify everymanns choice of the paths to 
spiritual life or deatho This analo~ is 
specifically developed in the nMoral ~appended 
to the casket story in the Gesta Romanorum 
•• o (where) the casket choice tests the 
worthiness of a maiden (tbe4aoul) to wed the son of an emperor {Christ). j . 
·• 
In Shakespeare• s recension of this mate.rial the emperor 
is a dead father, a holy man, and the son of the emperor is 
Portia. Hence, she is the figure standing for Christ, in 
his :ruling and judging work in his heavenly position at the 
right hand of his Father. 
The moral of the Gesta Romanorum goes on to declare: 
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The Emperor sheweth his Mayden three vessells, 
that is to say, God putteth before man life and 
death, good and evill~ & whiph of these he 
chooseth bee shall obtaineo4~ ~ 
l 
Miss Lewalski notes that this passage contains a 
reference to Deuteronomy 30: 15-20, wherein Moses warns, 
after delivering the commandments to the Jews: 
Beholde, I have set before thee this day life 
and goode, death and evill /. e o But if thine heart turne away 9 so that thou wilt not obey, but shalt be seduced and worship other gods, 
and serve 1tbem9 / I pronounce unto you th is 
day~ that ye shall surely perisho O C 8 / 
Therefore chuse lifes that both thou and thy 
, seede may liveo / By loving the Lord thy God, 
by obeying his voyce 9 and by cleaving unto bym: For he is thy life 9 and the length of 
tby dayes: that thou mayest dwells in the 45 lande which the Larde swore unto thy fathers. 
Miss Lewalski's further comment on this is: 
As a note in the Bishop's Bible indicates, the 
last promise was taken to rerer not only to the 
"land of Chanaan 9 but also the heavenly in-
heritancei whereof the other was a figuree" 
That Shakespeare intended to recall this 
Biblical allusion so pointed in the Gesta, and 
thus to make the caskets symbolize tbe great 
choices of spiritual life and death~ is evident 
by tbe constant references in the lovers• con-
versation to nlif en and .!1-death" j"L1st before 
Bassaniows ventureo Bassanio declares 9 "Let 
me choose~/ For as I am 9 I live upon the 
rackn; Portia continues the tiracku me·taphor 
urgings> "Confess and live.9 81 a phrase tihich 
Bassanio i:mmediately transposes to nconfess and 
loven (III~ ii 9 24=-35) o When be goes forth to 
venture~ Portia calls for music to celebrate 
whichever result~ death or lifeD will attend 
his choice: nrr he lose be makes a st.ranc:::,like 
endfi / Fading in music" into the u1wa.t 1 ry death-bed' of her tears o o o That the casket choice 
represents Everyman•s choice among values is 
furtb~g emphasized by the multitude at Portia's 
door.Lt 
Portia then reflects the role of Christ, showing the 
·~ 
:-.. 
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inadequacy- of her designation as nMercy" or "Grace," as 
Mr. Golla.ncz bas postulated, or simply as "Love 21 as many 
have agreed who do not go extensively into the allegorical 
implications. With all the evidence at hand that Portia 
symbolizes Christ as I have indicated, Miss Lewalski seems 
tacitly to accept Mr. Gollancz 1 s suggestion that she acts 
out the role of ••Mercy" as one of the "four daughters or 
God" in the medieval allegorical theme of the "Parliament 
of Heaven." The weakness of this argument is that it 
<£' hinges on the fact that Shakespeare had no direct contact 
with the myth, but that he "divined" its essence out of 
creative intuition. I think this is the difficulty: 
Antonio, as we intend to show, is also a Christ figure. 
How can there be two if the symbolism is to be taken 
seriously? The difference is that while Portia represents 
the heavenly aspect of Christ, Antonio represents Christ 
as the son of man during his earthly tenure. The trial 
scene evokes the sacrificial aspect of Christ's human 
life -- the crucirixion. These two figures are two 
aspects of Christ -- one on trial; the other, trying. 
However far we venture into the allegory, fitting 
Portia therein, she is certainly the central figure and 
paragon of Belmont; others gain membership into this center 
/ 
I 
of Christian fellowship mainly through her, but also 
'through Antonio and through others who are already members, 
as is done in evangelistic practice. There is no ritual 
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by which one symbolizes gjs membership in Belmont; Bas-
ff 
. ' 
sanio marries into it. Jessica elopes into it. And 
" Launcelot Gobbo hires into it. But those who are in-
ducted into Belmont, by their relatiQnship mainly to 
'\, 
Portia, reveal their fitness to belong. It is a fitness 
which is not determined by social status, wealth, race, 
or walk of life; but rather by inner qualities of the 
heart, which~ through her, are severely screened and 
tested. 
The context of Belmont and the Christianizing of 
Jessica ennoble her far above the type of Pantalone's 
eloping daughter. In tbe commedia plots Pantalone is 
deceived by his daughter and is robbed of his ducats. 
The more he bowls with frustration the more the audience 
t 
howls with delight. To a certain extent this comic 
treatment is carried over into the play and proves _to be 
a stumbling block to over-literal readers. Lorenzo mir-
~ 
rors for us the rationale which Shakespeare has added to 
the traditional plot, making Jessica over from a minx to 
a subject for Christianity worthy of Belmont: 
... 
For she is wise 9 if I can judge of her; 
And fair she is 9 as she hath proved herself; 
And therefore 9 like herself'» wise» fair, and 
true 
Shall be placed in my constant soul. 
(II1 vi, 53-57) 
Thus "love's truth"47 has its application to Lorenzo and 
Jessica, in keeping with the standards of Belmont, and 
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counteracting the cynical view that Jessica is simply a 
ripe young Jewess who has become infatuated with a hand-
some gentile, for which reason she has forgotten her 
filial piety. 
Lorenzo has commented on her previously: 
If e'er the Jew her father come to heaven, 
It will be for his gentle LgentilY daughter's 
sake. 
(II, iv, 34-35) 
Hence a right course of action is imputed to Jessica, and 
good to Shylock may follow upon it. The emphasis, then, 
is not all upon Shylock's present frustration, as in the 
case of Pantalone, but on his ultimate good. Lorenzo's 
comment may be his own variation of Paul's statement at 
1 Corinthians 7: 14, "the unbelieving wife is sanctified 
by the husband, 11 so as hopefully to include the si t\lation 
of an unbelieving father who may be sancti£ied by his 
daughter. 
Launcelot exits and Jessica is lert alone upon the 
stage. In the style of soliloquy she reveals her true 
feelings as she apostrophizes Lorenzo: "If tbou keep 
. 
promise I shall end this strife,/ Become a Christian and 
thy loving wife. (II, iii, 20-21) We observe the order --
first a Christian, and then a wife. 
·~ 
Launcelot bas made the point previously in his 
garbled way: 
Adieu! tears exhibit my tongue. Most 
beautiful pagan, most sweet Jew, if a 
34 
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Christian did not play the kn~ve and get thee, 
I am much deceived. But adieu. 
( II, iii, 10-13) 
Thus is the audience assured by the point often emphasized 
that Jessica's marriage to Lorenzo is not negative in the 
sense of waywardly flouting parental authority, but positive 
in escaping the denial of her womanhood and doing so with 
honor. There is a further ameliorative note which derives 
from the expectation of the audience, jogged by foreshadow-
ing~ that Shylock too will turn Christian. When he does 
he will no longer regard his daughter as apostasized and 
kidnapped -- but as redeemed and married. 
The reader is further assured or Jessica's Christian 
sincerity by means of Shakespeare's allegorical message in 
terms of Portia's function as a criterion of human and 
spiritual values. In Othello, Emilia is redeemed by her 
belief in Desdemona, as in Christianity, man is redeemed 
by his belief in Christ. Similarly Jessica is redeemed by 
her belief in Portia, demonstrated when she speaks of her 
to her husband, saying that she likes her past all expres-
sing: 
It is very meet 
The Lord Bassanio live an upright lire; 
For having such a blessing in his lady, 
He finds the joys of heaven here on earth, 
And if on earth be do not mean it~ then 
In reason he should never come to heaven. 
Why 9 if two gods should play some heavenly match 
And on this wager lay two earthly women, 
And Portia one~ there must be something else 
Pawn'd with the other; for the poor rude world 
Hath not her fellow. 
( III, v, 78-88) 
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Where women are reticent about their admiration for other 
women, this is quite an encomium flor Jessica to pronounce 
upon Portia, especially for her husband's listening pleasure. 
But the purpose of this passage is far above the natural 
' understanding. This view is illuminated by a doctrine of 
Spinoza: 
For love is a union with the object which our 
understanding judges to be good and glorious; 
and by this we mean such a union whereby the 
lover and what is loved become one and th~ same 
thing, or together constitute one whole.4 
Thus is Jessica's redemption demonstrated. Since the 
goodness of Portia's love is shown as emanating from God, 
so Jessica's love for Portia is aligned and positioned so 
as to be a benefit from the same source. 
Previously Jessica has said: "I shall be saved by my 
husband, he hath made/ me a Christian" (III, v, 21-22). 
Now Shakespeare tells us that Jessica is in the same blessed 
condition· as Bassanio, 1r1ith Lorenzo's reply: "Even such a 
husband/ hast thou of me as she is for a wife" (III, v, 
88-90). 
Jessica's elopement has been justiried on the grounds 
that neither Shakespeare nor the Elizabethan audience would 
have disapproved of her frank rejection of her father, her 
race, or her religion.49 Moreover, it is considered probable 
that this elopement was added in imitation of the episode 
of Abigail in The Jew of Malta. By this anti-Semitic con-
vention, Shylock is not regarded as entitled to a father's 
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prerogatives, which, in Elizabethan tim_ea, would have in-
cluded the right to arrange a daugh~er 1 s·mar~iage. But 
Shakespeare build~ up justification for the elopement by~ 
showing that Shylock's fatherly feelings are tainted with 
/ · avarice. Then Jessica is shown as having little opportunity 
for daughterly devotion in the sc_enes including her father 
and her together. He gives her peremptory order~ to look to 
his house, to lock the doors, to ignore the masquers, to 
close the windows, to. stay indoors. Jessica's responses, 
which are few, are all in the lackluster spirit of formal 
obedience. There is no exchange or ideas between them, no 
interesting talk in a play that is otherwise saturated with 
affable conversation. There is no prevailing cheerfulness 
or wholesome family contentment, no mutual consideration 
and quiet affection, no feeling of family richness, no 
blending of personalities. Were it not for Launcelot, 
Jessica would·be in a state of isolation. Jessica's good-
ness, as avowed by Launcelot and Lorenzo, and as attested 
to by her admiration for Portia, reflects the blame for 
this family debility on Shylock,· and her flight to Belmont 
offers a deliverance consistent with the Bible promise: 
and everyone that has left houses or brothers 
or sisters or f2ther or mother or children 
or lands for the sake of my name will receive 
many times more and will inherit everlasting 
lire. (Matthew 19:29) 
The picture, rrom the point-or-view of comparison with 
Marlowe, is thererore not one of unintelligible anti-Semitic 
. " . -,·-- --·----· . __ .,. ____ .. .. ~ ... 
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prejudice, but ra·ther one that is analytically presented 
as a contrast of Christian and non-Christian values. 
Thus we see blessing and joy for Bassanio, Portia, 
Jessica, and Lorenzo. Gratiano, who might not belong in 
Belmont on his own account, comes into this radiant fold 
i: 
~ 
by his union with Nerissa, who, in turn, is united to 
p·ortia. Belmont is a place where each character belong-. 
ing there is linked to the other in a chain of love whose 
master-link is with God. Here eras (love between the 
sexes} is in the company of philia5° (friendship and 
brotherly loye) and agaEe51 (the love that is based on 
principle and that results from the deliberate exercise 
of one's judgment and will, a love free from selfish inter-
ests), and is much improved by his association. Unlike 
his previous portrayals in~Elizabetban romantic comedy, he 
is not noticeably sensual, whimsical, extravagant, or 
melancholy. He has parted company with ponderous, pos-
sessive, demanding, and restricting storge (love among 
those or the same family). In Belmont man is shown to 
·have reached bis sublime and friendly des tiny. Here his 
relationships are better than ordinary love affairs and 
' l, 
run-of-the-mill family ties. They are pervaded with re-
liable, outgiving, cheerful, hopeful, practical qualities 
which are out of the design of Christian discipline rather 
than out 0£ the free run of worldly human nature. Here all 
who have cast their bread upon the waters in the "ventures" 
. 
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, of Christian love have by no means lost out on their re-
ward. 
Portia indicates that such love can be taught when 
she pleads with Bassanio to "tarry," to "pause a day or 
I 
" two" bei'ore he makes his f ho ice of a casket ( II~., ii., 1-2). 
She tells him then, " • • • I could teach you / How to 
choose right." 
The greatest principles of Christianity devolve on 
, the fact that love can be taught. The word "disciple" 
literally means a learner or a pupil, and Jesus, on the 
night before his death, told those whom be had trained and 
taught: "By this all will know that you are my disciples, 
1r you have love among yourselves (John 13: 35). 
Bassanio strongly suggests that his love for Portia, 
and hers for him, is of the agape sort when he says of 
Portia's teaching that she is giving him "answers" for 
his "deliverance" (III, ii, 38). The life and death choice 
while suggesting Deuteronomy 30: 15-20, seems to have more 
intimate bearing on 1 John J: 14: 
We know we have passed over from death to 
life, because we love (agaEao, a verb form 
o~ agape) the brothers52 He who does not love remains in death. 
Bassanio does not "tarry." ·He elects instead to make 
his choice immediately. While he is deciding, Portia sings, 
and if ever she is to teach him, the "lesson" must be in 
tbe song: 
Tell me where is fancy bred, 
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; Or in the heart or in the head? 
How begot, how nourished? 
All Reply~ reply. 
It is engendered in the eyes, 
With gazing red, and fancy dies 
In the cradle where it liese 
Let us all ring fancy 1 s knell; 
I'll begin it 9 ding, dong,·bell. 
All Ding, dong, bell. 
(III, 11, 63-72) 
''Fancy" is sentimental or sensual lo-we -- eros. Tbe 
song contains a disguis_ed warning to Bassanio not to choose 
by fancy. Something has been made of the fact that the 
53 last·words of the first three lines rhyme with lead, from 
which Bassanio can take his hint. But if the content of 
the song guides him, be does not need the hint, and his 
spoken meditations on the caskets give cause to believe that 
his feelings are used to give force in the right direction, 
which bis mind has already selected: 
So may the outward shows be least themselves: 
The world is still deceived with ornament. 
In law~ Nbat plea so tainted and corrupt 
But being seasonwa with a gracious voice, 
Obscures the show of evilo 
( III, ii, 7 3-78) 
The choice, to be valid, had to emerge from Bassanio's 
own disposition- of mind and heart and not alone from Portia's 
hinting or teaching. In Portia's little song there is 
lessoning enough for a mind properly disposed. In lyrical 
-...-~ .. ~--.;,;,-~:1 
guise it carries the substantial meaning or Romans 8: 5-8: 
For those who are in accord with the flesh set 
their minds on the things of the flesh, but 
those in accord with the spirit on the things 
ot the spirit. For the minding or the flesh 
40 
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means death, but the minding of the spirit means 
life and peace;/ because the minding of the 
flesh means enmity with God 9 for it is not under 
subjection to the law of God, nor, in fact, can 
it beo / So those who are in harmony with the -
flesh ca~_not ple~se Godo 
41 
Bassanio has not yet chosen, but has shown by his reason-
ing that he is about to choose the right casket. In his 
rinal line berore he chooses there is emphasis on the word 
"joy": "'And here choose I: joy be the consequencel" (III, 
11, 107). In an aside unheard by Bassanio, Portia echoes 
the word "joy": 
How all the other passions fleet to air, 
As doubtful thoughts and rash-embraced despair 
And shuddering fear, and green-eyed jealousy1 
0 love D 
Be moderate; allay tl1y ecstasy; 
In measure rein thy joy; scant this excess. 
I feel too much thy blessing: make it less, 
For I feel surfeit. 
(III, ii, 108-115) 
Here the whole feeling seems abandoned to romantic 
love, and the allegorical argument fades -- yet it is main-
tained in what Jessica has described as "the joys of heaven 
here on earth" (III, v, 81). It is doubtless the high 
point of Shake~peare's equation of romantic with spiritual 
love and the momentary meeting of the natural and allegorical 
levels. 
Bassanio has been described by others and _h~s confessed 
himself to be a "prodigal" (I, i, 129), reminding us of the 
Parable of the Prodigal Son: 
I tell you thus there will be more joy in 
heaven over one sinner that repents than over 
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ninety-nine righteous ones who have no need 
of repentance. (Luke 15: 7) 
Portia offers the joy that a Christian woman brings to 
her marriage by having Godly devotion first and wifely de= 
voation next, in keeping with Paul's statement: "For the 
husband is the bead of the wife, even as Christ is the head 
of the church" (Ephesians 5:23). Portia confers such head-
ship on Bassanio: 
Happiest of all is that her gentle spirit 
Connnits itself to yours to be directed, 
As from her lord, her governor, her king. 
(III, ii, 165-167) 
Not like the fortune hupter. who has maneuvered.for 
personal gains, but as the narrative imagery would have it, 
like the prodigal son who inherits a share of the Kingdom, 
are Portia's worldly possessions conferred upon Bassanio: 
Myself and what is mine to you and yours 
Is now converted: but now I was the lord 
Of this fair mansion, master of my servants, Queen over myself; and even now~ but now 
This house, these servants and this same myself 
Are yours my lord: I give them with this ring. 
(III, ii, 168-173) 
Luke 15:21-24, describing the return of the prodigal 
son, tells of his father ordering a ring to be put on his 
hand, raiment to clothe him, and a fattened bull to be 
slaughtered for a feast "because this my son was dead but 
has come to life again •.••• And they started to enjoy 
themselves." Bassanio is now in the position of a "true 
son" to whom the father says: "All the things that are 
mine are yours" (Luke 15:31). Portia's use of the words 
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"lord'' alld ''master" in reference to herself is reminiscent 
. 
or the symbolic use of these words in the Gospels. The 
word ''mansion" also has a symbolic application there. 
The caskets not only aTe a means o~ testing and chooser, 
they are a peculiarly apposite method-of revealing the one 
chosen as being a Christian woman: 
And do not let your adorrunent be that of the 
.external braiding of the hair and of putting 
on of gol~ ornament or the wearing of outer 
garments~ but let it be the secret person of 
the heart in the incorruptible apparel of the 
quiet and mild spirit~ which is of great value 
in the eyes of Godo (l Peter 3:1~4) 
It has been noted that at the allegorical level the 
caskets signify Everyman's choice or the paths of spiritual 
~ 
life or death. Bassanio's choice or the lead casket is the 
i 
choice of life, the love emanating ~rom God, !_gape, de-
fined in Strong's Dictionary: as "embracing specifically the 
judgment and the deliberate assent of the will as a matter ) 54 or principle, duty, and propriety." Bassanio's "confes-
sion o:f truth" as he meditates aloud on the caskets, sym-
bolically suggests his understanding of the kinds of orna-
ment which obscure and oppose this love, and his willingness 
to renounce the outward show in favor o:f "love's truth" 
which embraces both inner and outward beauty. By holding 
fast against the warning of the lead casket, "vlho choosetb 
me must give and hazard all he hath'' ( II, ix, 21), he 
denotes bis acceptance or the Christian standards of sacri-
fice· (as set forth, for instance, in Romans 12:1): humility, 
43 
• 
service,' and risk, attendant on the dedication to agape. 
Assuredly, eros rewards him too, but eros is secondary 
and subordinate to agape. His expansive delight in the mere 
likeness of Portia, which he finds in the casket, can be 
only a token of what he feels 1n the possession of Portia 
herself: 
',,\. 
What rind I here? 
Fair Portia's counterfeitt What demi-god 
Hath come so near creation? Move the eyes? 
Or whether riding on the balls of mine, 
Seem they in motion? Here are sever1 d lips, 
Parted with sugar breath: so sweet a bar 
Should sunder such sweet friendso Here in her hairs 
The painter plays the spider and hath woven 
A golden mesh to entrap the hearts of men 
Faster than gnats in cobwebs~ but hereyes, -
How could he see to do them? Having made one, 
M~thinks it should have power to steal both bis 
And leave itself unfurnished ••• 
(III, 11, 115 rr.) 
Here is an archly ironical concession to the weakness of 
man, subject to infatuation. After Bassanio has avoided 
the trap of the golden casket, he is enmeshed in the web 
of Portia 1.s golden hair. 
J. R. Brown has noted here an abundance of commercial 
imagery conveying the sense of "love's wealth. 1155 Portia 
says for instance: 
.A j You see me, Lord Bassanio, where I stand, 
Such as I am: though for myself alone 
I would not be ambitious in my wish, 
To wish myself much better; yet for you 
I would be trebled twen~;r times myself; a thousand t_imes more fair» ten thousand times 
More rich o o Q 
That only to stand high in your account, 
I might in virtues, beauties, livings, rriends 
I 
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Exceed account: but the full sum of me , 
Is sum of something which to term in gross. Ia an unlessoned girl ••• 
(III~ 11, 150-161) 
This imagery does not overpower the Christian imagery, 
but stands in relation to it. The effect is to draw a con-
trast between the commercial usury devoid of agape, as 
practised by Shylo,ck, and the commerce of love which is 
free of all niggardly compulsion end which has the potential 
of infinite increase as the dividends of agape. The Parable 
of the Talents also draws upon a commercial image as does 
also the Parable of the Prodigal Son. The "loaves and 
fishes," the "bread cast upon the waters," and the illustra-
i·:, 
tion of the "mustard seed" are physical symbols of spiritual 
increase. The arithmetic or the commercial image measures 
the largesse of joy possible in Belmont, a joy which is 
'"' 
further signified by the language of music, Shakespeare's 
recurrent symbol of harmony. The music imagery does ~ot 
stand by itself either; it is brought into relation with 
the allegory as being the "harmony of innnortal souls," 
angelic song, the quiring of the spheres, a natural harmony 
' to which all unspoiled creation is attentive and responsive. 
A.Quiller-Couch, regarding Bassanio with a literal eye, 
seems to arrive at another understanding: 
A predatory young gentleman such as Bassanio 
would not have chosen the leaden casket.~b 
Having thus tb~own into doubt Shakespeare's craftsmanship in 
the matt~r, he says in another place: 
1·. 
k 
I 
i 
There is no need to expend ink~upon such parasites as surround Antonio.~7 
Sir Walter Raleigh, a modern-day namesake of the Eliza-
bethan figure, who considers that Shakespeare arrived at his 
understanding of Christian morality independently of formal 
study "by an anguish of thought and sympathy., 11 so that his 
words are a revelation and his poetry is 11 a gospel born 
anew,"5B provides a view of Bassanib on that basis: 
Bassanio must not be judged by critical methods 
whic-b are fair w·ben applied to Romeo o There is barely room ror him in the central part of the pictureo He is sketched lightly 3 and sufficiently in his twofold aspect 9 a~ Antonio's friend and PortiaRs suitoro He is a careless and adventur-
ous young gallant; tbe type was familiar~ and 
was easy to suggest by a rew outlineso Wealth is the burden or bis wooing dance 9 as it was of Petruchio 9 so Only in the casket scene does be put on a fuller semblance or thought and emotion, 
and this~ no doubt, was the dramatist's tribute to Portia 9 whose surrender of herself is made in 
words so beautiful and moving that the situation 
would become almost painful if Bassanio were not furnished with his response from the same rich 
store or poetrye59 
It is doubtful that Quiller-Couch would accept Raleigh's 
apologetics for Bassanio, which say, in effect, "Yes, Bas-
sanio is a fortune-bunter and an easy-going drifter, but in 
Elizabethan times fathers did not object to their daughters 
marrying parasites (the type was familiar}. Even if he 
masquerades as a hero, his part is so minor that the dramatic 
inconsistency is hardly noticeable. The most important thing 
0 
[.i,. 
is that anyone wh·o likes poetry cannot be all bad." Raleigh's 
approach upholds the esthetic above the moral, giving it 
license to cover the innnoral. The allegorical understanding 
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which is inescapable in the light or the exemplum and which 
gathers Bassanio up into a higher level of meaning, would 
' 
elude the grasp or som~~ne who recognizes no Gospel higher 
than the poet's. It, more than anything else, pulls Bas-
sanio's actions out of the area of debate and puts them to 
the service of a theme which is consistent with the entire 
play. 
C. R. Ba·skerville I s understanding of Bassanio' s love ·· 
for Portia, based primarily on the casket choice, goes far 
to justify Bassanio against such strictures as Quiller-
Couch's: 
As a lover who recognizes the fact that char-
acter and not surface beauty is the basis of 
true love and that intemperate lust for worldly 
acclaim and inor~inate selI'=love represent 
perversions through sense or fancy 9 Bassanio 
picks up the thought and applies it: "!8 may 
the outward shows be least themselves." 
Mr. Baskerville asserts that the quality of Bassanio's love 
results from Shakespeare's having modified medieval con-
ceits of love "to f'it a Platonic distinction between tnue 
61 
and false love." Hence we are not to judge on the basis 
of the romantic ideal alone that Bassanio's conduct is the 
outcome of' his being an ideal Renaissance gentleman -- an 
elegant patrician. The picture is modified to accommodate 
a philosophic framework. 
While Shakespeare may have incorporated some Platonic 
ideals into the love relationships, he nevertheless also 
wedded them to 1Christian values as other parts of the al-
,, 
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legory attest, where the·theological dimension must be 
' 
·reckoned with. Platonic and Christian love share some ~ 
common ground. According to Proressor Frederick Palmer 
in his work, The Winning or Immortality, Greek thought 
began to penetrate Ch~istianity by the end of the second 
century. The Evorution gf Immort,al
1
it)! (1901) bys. D. 
McConnell shows that Augustine took many Platonic doc-
trines and incorporated them into the teachings or the 
church. We do not pretend to be able to account for 
Plato's approximation of Christian love, but tbe sunnnation 
of the matter within the scope or this paper is that Bas-
sanio's reaction to the casket is virtually the whole 
basis of judgment for his character; and as Miss Lewalski 
bas demonstrated, the caskets tormulate a Christian 
exemplum. 
\__/ Agape obtains throughout Belmont, whose members are 
chosen not on the basis of physical attraction, nor of 
accident of birth., such as the same :family., natl on, or 
race., nor upon compatibility or similarity of mind. but 
primarily upon principle and on unselrishness; and it is 
directed by their minds as a connnand rrom the highest 
source of wisdom. 
The question does not turn simply on the appearance of 
things as opposed to T~~lity. Gold is a reality BS is also 
beauty and emotional loye. But these are transient and 
inferior realities when set alongside eternal values, up-
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held in this play above all others. 
" Romantic values are not a deciding factor in the re-
jection of Morocco, who is, after all, quite a romantic 
and poetic fello1-1. Neither is he excluded from Belmont 
because he is regarded as a negro: 
Mislike me not for my complexion, 
The shadowed livery of the burnished sun, 
To whom I am neighbor and near bred. 
(II, 1, 1-3) 
The equation o~ the negro With the Moor is evident in 
Lorenzo's comment upon Launcelot: 
I shall ansr,1er that betteP to the cornmonweal th 
than you can the getting up of the negro 1 s belly. 
The Moor's with child by you, Launcelot. 
(III, v. 40-42) 
If Morocco were excluded on account of his raoe, Portia 
could not have said: 
But if my father bad not scanted me 
And hedged me by his wit, to yield myself 
His wife who wins me by that means I told you, 
Yourself~ renowned Prince, then stood as fair 
As any comer I have looked on yet 
For my affection. (' 
. (II, 1, 17-22) 
As a personal accolade for Morocco, Portia's remark 
is shrouded in deliberate doubt if we consider what she 
thinks· >Of the others with whom she has compared him, but 
at least as far as skin-color is concerned it seems to 
speak for equality. If Morocco had chosen rightly, Portia 
would have been obliged to marry him. Moreover, we can-
not expect Morocco to be excluded from Belmont on account 
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of his race any more than was Jessica. 
1 ! 
Morocco was disqualified by the casket device because 
of his materialistic leanings toward ostent·atious gold, 
proving him deficient in the qualities which show the 
ascendant power of things unseen: the humility, service, 
and sacrifice of agaEe• Deficient, too, is his understand-
ing of the opposition of appearance and reality on terms 
acceptable to Belmont; Morocco begs that he be not judged 
by his tawny complexion, but rather by his valor and inner 
worth (II, 1, 1-12), but this valor and worth are expressed 
in his military exploits and in his amorous conquests among 
"the best-regarded virgins of his C·lime." We can easily 
imagine the consequences to Belmont had Morocco been in-
stalled there as Portia's husband (in deference to the 
plot we can disregard the possibility of Portia's becoming 
the Princess of Morocco). All the humble Christian qual-
ities would have been made subject to the pompous ·require-
ments of his ego, and symbolic Zion would resemble the 
world where wealth is power and possessions are more 
important than people. 
Shylock's voice, as it has been said, is like a "rasp-
ing file., 062 and Morocco's is like a bouquet of ornamental 
superlatives; yet these speech characteristic~'do not de-
~ 
cide their timber for the Belmont community; both these 
characters represent the same opposition to the ideals of 
Christianity in their elevation or material values. Re-
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garding the choice of gold, Job wrote long ago in both their 
traditions: 
If I have put gold as my confidence, or 
to gold I have said 'You are my trustl' 
If I used to rejoice because my property was 
much~ and because my hand had found a lot of 
things; e •• that too would be an error for 
attention by the justices for I should have 
denied the true God aboveo (Job 31:24-28) 
In Belmont money begets no evil because it is not a 
love of itself, but a means to happiness in the currency of 
greater love. The possession of it entails a trust to ease 
the lives of those who are without it, but does not pre-
clude the use of it ror the enrichment as well as ror the 
means of life. But more than this, money is an extension 
of the self, and together with the whole self is risked and 
hazarded in the service of agape. It can help to provide 
a deliverance from the world to that life of which Belmont 
is a picture. 
The attitude of the people of Belmont toward money is 
presented idealistically as part of a train of values which, 
in their entirety, would make up the Christian overview. 
To the thinking and practising Christian, God is a wealthy 
(I 
father (Psalms 19:1; consider .Portia's inheritance rrom 
her father); the earth is teeming with his prodli~tJons. 
He knows and supplies the daily human need {Matthew 6:25-
33). Hence, even baing a 11have not," his faith disposes 
him to be as one wbo has. 
A Christian knows that in wise giving his maturity will 
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develop. Giving where it is needed is not prodigality but 
love. In fact, a Christian is under great spiritual com-
pulsion to give of his spiritual and material store (Mat-
thew 25:14-31). But by this giving he is not deprived be-
cause he has faith that both forms of wealth will increase 
thereby (Luke 9 :12-18). So, vii th wisdom and out of love his 
total substance will be given, as voiced in Romans 12:1 and 
paralleled in the legend of the leaden casket: "Who chooseth 
me must give and hazard all he hath" (II, viii, 21). Only 
what is given will prevail as treasure in heaven, and what 
is retained is subject to earthly decay. Antonio gives 
voice to this thought, but in a philosophic mode as though 
he were critical of the design of life: 
Grieve not that I am fallen to this for you. 
For herein Fortline sbows herself more kind 
Than is her customo It is still her use 
To let the wretched man outlive bis wealth, 
To view with hollow eye and wrinkled brow 
An age of poverty; from which lingering penance 
Of such misery doth she cut me off. 
(IV, i, 266-272) 
We cannot be sure whether it is the man, his wealth, or both 
that decay; in any case the lines convey not tbs vanity of 
life, but the vanity of retaining life unto one's self. 
Bas,sanio' s lessoning is to receive and give according 
to this overview. He is in the position of one for whom 
wisdom is a more needed protection than money (see Ec-
clesiastes 7:12); and so, perhaps, his freedom with money 
is hedged by a responsibility to Antonio and Portia wbo 
.. 
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are spiritually mature •. His obligation to repay Antonio 
is certainly not cancelled by Christian teaching, but it 
1s covered when Portia empowers him to offer twelve times 
the value or the bond to procure Antonio's release from 
the forfeiture (III, ii, 303-304); and Bassanio shares 
Portia's rights over this money. And so, like a fledgling 
eagle being taught to fly in the highest realms of pre-
cept, he is somewhere above ordinary honor, and therefore 
also dishonor. 
Gold, silver, and lead are no arbitrary choice of 
elements to illustrate a medieval exemplum. Alchemists 
believed that lead could be transmuted into gold, and 
Shakespeare has made agape the philosopher's stone able 
to bring it about. So Portia's golden locks are released 
from their lead enclosure, while the reference to Jason 
and the golden fleece maintains the "venture" metaphor. 
Wisdom is linked to gold and silver in Proverbs 16:16: 
The getting of wisdom is o how much betteP 
than goldl And the getting of understand-
ing is to be chosen more than silver. 
The scroll in the silver casket repeats the key words 
of this proverb, the words "gold" and "silver" having been 
graphically represented by the caskets: "o these deliber-
ate foolsl when they do choose/ They have the wisdom by 
their wit to lose" (II, ix, 80-81). 
The Prince of Aragon has attempted to outwit the test 
of the caskets by assuming the wisdom he knows the prop·er 
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choice will de~and. He avoids the go·l.d because he knows it 
contains the obvious ~eception of "show." His deliberation 
I 
shows a kind of philosophic penetration through the outer 
layers of worldly truth: 
• 'I 
"Who choosetb me shall get as much as he deserves:" 
And well said too; for who shall go about 
To cozen fortune and be honorable 
' 
.. Without the stamp of merit? ••• 
O, that estates~ degrees~ and ofrices 
Were not derived corruptly 0 and that clear honour Were purchased by the merit of the wearerl 
How many should co~er that stand barel 
How many be commanded that command~ 
How much low peasantry would then be glean 1 d 
From tbe true seed of honour 
Pick 1 d from the chaff and ruin of the times 
To be new-varnisbedl 
(II, ix, 35-49) 
As is characteristic in this play, every seemingly 
noble but basically insincere expression is exposed by the 
speaker himself. Worldly honor is indeed a "varnish o" 
Aragon is Pharisaic in that he oversteps the criterion of 
the caskets that the life or the individual is determined 
by a transcendent authority. He leans to his own opinions 
which are governed by ego and its social relationships. 
The Pharisees moved between ethical principles and orthodox 
creeds but laid little stress on the reciprocal relation-
ship between man and God under whom man derived his rela-
.. 
tive rreedom. They arrogated to themselves a,freedom 
which encompassed the "world" and its philosophies, and 
so does Aragon here. The scroll emphasizes that righteous-
ness is an outward show when it refers to the casket as 
. . . .. i 
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~erely "silver•d o'er." This suggests Christ's comparison 
of the scribes and Pharisees to "whited sepulchres" (Mat-
thew 23:27). Aragon•s self-righteous denunciation of the 
'"" 
"barbarous multitudes" recalls the Pharipee's prayer: 
O God, I thank you I am not as the rest of men, 
ex;ortioners, unrighteous, adulter~rs, or even 
as the tax collector. (Luke 18:11) 
Miss Lewalski observes: 
This defeat and lessoning of Morocco and Aragon 
foreshadows the defeat and conversion of Shy-
lock, for he represents in somewhat different 
guise the same anti=Cbristian i~lues of world-
liness and self~righteousness. j 
That Shylock is Pharisaic I intend to show, but be 
lacks the arrogance of Aragon, because he has been beaten 
down by historical persecution and is insecure in the 
Christian world. His insecurity is not evident through 
his vengeance, but, in a brief statement, Morris Carnovsky 
~ 
interprets this ror us: 
••• for the most part Shylock is as hard as 
nails and asks no quarter. Lffis behavior cai/ 
be expressed in this way~ with active Actors' 
thoughts: "The bloi.r has fallen .... I have noth-
ing more to lose~ I am scarred and marked by 
life - but I will not forgive, for like 
Prome~beua, I am a man, and there is fire in 
me. ttby. 
It is significant that Shakespeare observes these un-
Christian qualities as obtaining in Christendom and among 
a ruling class. Pagandom and Christendom are thus compared 
in the persons o~ Morocco and Aragon. These two, as well 
as Shylock, have flouted a masterplan, a sovereignty 
(Portia's father's will) that controls all and to which 
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every will should be subject. Morocco is grandl·y outside 
it. Aragon is coraplacently above it. Shylock is pushing 
against it and is consequently battered into frustration, 
defiance, loneliness,. and defeat of purpose. 
Aragon•s deliberation over the silver casket also 
provides a clue to the right understanding of Shylock's 
speech: 
·~ 
He hath disgraced me and 
hindered me half a million; laughed at my losses, 
mocked at my gains, scorned my nation» 
thwarted my bargains, cooled my .friends, heated 
mine enemies~ and what's his reason? I am a Jew, 
Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, 
organs~ dimensions, senses$ affections~ passions? 
Fed with the same food 9 hurt with the same 
weapons 9 subject to the same diseases 9 healed by 
the same meanss ~1armed and cooled by the·.same 
winter and summer as a Christian is? If you 
prick us do we bleed? If you tickle us do we 
not laugh? If you poison us do we not die? And 
1r you wrong us shall we not revenge? If we are 
like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. 
(III, 1, 56-71) 
Where Aragon has argued for personal deserving, Shy-
lock sets forth the deservings of bis race. But where 
Aragon is superciliously above God's judgment, Shylock is 
abjectly beneath it; making no claims for a chosen people 
or for the brotherhood of man under God, he argues for 
civil rights on no basis other than that Jews are sensate 
beings. Aragon 1 a speech and Shylock's are both seemingly 
right, but, in terms of the theological understanding., they 
both harbor the same fallacy. rt·is not ethical principles., 
expressed in Aragon 1 s speech but only implied in Shylock's; 
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or ortboQox creeds (also only inferred by the reader·rrom 
Shylock's speech) that determine the freedom and equality 
. 
. 
of men. It is God's judgment which counterpoises the 
world and its "reason.tt As Aragon did with his "varnish," 
Shylock, too., exposes his seeming nobility with his "·Shall 
we not revenge?tt 1·1an' s duty is to keep on showing love, 
and Sbyloclt has violated the commandment in every particular 
\i and on all accounts by interpreting all Christian action 
toward him as revenge and by vowing vengeance in return. 
Both Aragon and Shylock are opposers of mercy because 
they are in truth opposing God. Aragon, in limiting him-
self to what he deserves, rejects the greater benefit of 
undeserved kindness (mercy and grace), the free gifts of 
~ God; hence he can be likened to a fool, which is indicated 
by the blinking idiot he finds within the casket. The 
mercy Shylock is tendered at the end of the trial is shown 
to be not simply a good human quality, but "an attribute 
to God himself" directed upon the human creature. Since 
'" Shylock does not reject this mercy, he cannot be likened· 
to a fool as was Aragon. Shylock accedes to the mercy of 
the court with his statement, "I am content" (IV, i, 394), 
reserved to the point of deemphasis -- almost equivocation, 
so as to strain no·,one 1 s credulities. But if we give more 
weight to the persuasion of the play than to the stubbornness 
or Shylock's heart, we can believe that Shylock accepted 
this mercy, however grudgingly, as demonstrated and 
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ineluctable truth. Time is needed for convictions to grow, 
but in the meanwhile Shylock's first faltering steps are 
in the right direction. 
Since·the episode of Aragon suggests that salvation 
cannot be bought with the coin or merit, the people of 
Belmo·nt are therefore not to be scrutinized for flaws or 
character so as to overthrow the theol·ogy they represent. 
They are unusual in that they rightly love, and pointedly 
'" human in that they are imper~ect. 
Launcelot Gobbo, malaprop\ in his language and maladroit 
in his thinking, garbles and scrambles scripture and 
scruples in his efrort to decide a Christian course of 
conduct. In so doing he lightens up with harmless travesty 
a morality theme portraying the soul of man at stake while 
\ - ..... 
the forces of good and evil are contending for it. Accord-
ing to 1 Peter 12; 18-19, one must serve a bad master "for 
conscience toward God." Thus, Launcelot' s conscience bids 
him stay and the fiend bids him go. The riend is a better 
counselor than the "kind of hard conscience" that bids him 
stay, and so there is some doubt as to whether the fiend 
or.his conscience is the real agent or destruction. There 
is also some doubt as to whether Shylock is the fiend or, 
"saving your grace," Bassanio. Never has doctrine been 
more confounded, nor semantics more murky. He decides to 
run away, and since heaven protects a ~ool, he stumbles 
into salvation~ but on the arm of Bassan·io who, "saving 
j 
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) \our grace.," appears to save with grace. By Shakespeare's 
dictum that a person's goodness is greatly determined by 
bis association with other good people, Launcelot•s dilemma 
is easily solved, especially since Shylock has no desire to 
detain him in "Tartarus." 
The agape principle operates in Launcelot somewhat 
guardedly since the making of Christians might raise the 
price of pork, but he discerns in Jessica the Christian 
qualities which win his affection and loyalty, and b~ ::;dis-
cerns an essential difference between Bassanio and Shylock 
which determines his choice of employer: 
The old proverb is very well parted between 
my master Shylock and you, sir; you have the 
grace of God, sir; and he hath enough. 
(II, ii, 158-160) 
According to Hardin Craig (p. 512) the proverb states: 
The grace of God is better than riches. 
It would be a cruel providence that would have him stay 
with Shylock after Jessica's departure: 
Adieul tears exhibit my tongue. 
ful pagan 9 most sweet Jewt if. a 
not play the knave and get thee, 
deceived. 
Most beauti-
Christian did 
I am much 
( II, 111, 10-12) 
The word-antics of compact humor laugh at Shylock having 
been the one deceived under such circumstances. Never-
theless Launcelot exhibits unselfish love and shows that 
he seeks God's direction and that therefore be belongs in 
Belmont. By his humble o~fice of message carrier he aids 
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Jessica in her .flight to Christianity. And even Shylock 
testifies to his goodness of heart, "The patch is kind 
enough, but~a huge feeder" (II, v, 46). He is the least 
Pharisaic and spiritually deceptive.of any other candidate 
for Christianity, for all his faults are imm.ediate.ly and 
.·richly apparent. He ia not mantled with the vice of self-
love so conspicuously worn by Morocco and Aragon. Surely 
' 
there is a place in the Kingdom for good Launcelot, or 
"good Gobbo," or "good I,auncelot Gobbo." 
A full consideration of Belmont serves to separate the 
morality play tradition from the mystery play tradition, 
both of which may have governed or at least influenced the 
structure of The Merchant of Venice. Bernard Spivack, in 
.-~ 60 
his book, Shakespeare and the Allegory 2f.. Evil, bas traced 
out four themes which comprehend the history o~ the morality 
plays and which catalogue their subject matter. The fourth 
theme which he treats separately and more extensiJely than 
the others, is the only one into which Belmont, by and 
large, can be incorporated: 
Pride of life, in short, is essentially con-
cerned to present the issue between vice and 
virtue in the human soul, with hell or heaven 
the outcomeo And so~ in a real sense, is 
Everyman in spite of the prominence of the 
Summons of Death in the first part of it. For 
the burden of the play is much less in the 
summons itself than in its sequelo Arrested 
by death because of his sinful life» and sum-
moned to his reckoning before God, Ev~ryman 
confronts eternal damnationo Good fellowship, 
K1ndred 9 1.iorldly Goods are actually his soul 1 s 
enemies since they represent his concentration 
upon things tbat are spiritually destructive; 
... 
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and worldly .goods is ezplici t: "My condycion is 
mannes soul to kyll." As they turn from him in 
his, so he turns from them to their opposites,· 
his true spiritual friends -- to Good Deeds, 
Confess-ion., 6and the sacramental m_inistrations of the church.' ~ 
But allegory, by the time of the writing of The Merchant 
of Venice, had undergone a process of adjustment to secular 
-
themeso It survived through the first twenty years of 
Elizabeth's reign and beyond, shifting the ground of its 
serious issue from heaven and ahell to reward and punishment 
in the life of this world, enfolding for a time the secular 
interests of the new age -- ethics, politics, and history 
66 at first, and then love and romance. 
Belmont and romantic love supplant "heaven." Bassanio 
represents. "Everyman." Portia administers the "reckoning" 
as before God. Jessica has abandoned the snare of "I~indred," 
or storge over agape. ui~orldly Goods" are made subordinate 
to spiritual values. Bassanio nconf'esses" the truth as a 
kind of public declaration during his meditation upon the 
caskets. Towards Antonio and with Portia he is dedicated 
to "Good Deeds." The "sacramental ministrations of the 
church" are either concealed beneath symbols· or are 
secularized out of existence. 
The discussion of Belmont thus far, pointing up the 
allegorical understanding, should also have defined and 
extended our appreciation on the natural level. We stand 
· on surer ground that the casket device is not a game of 
marriage by guessing but a metaphor of a sensible image to 
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depict a spiritual concept, a symbolic means of separating 
' ' 
the sheep from the goats on an ethical and theological 
I 
basis. We should have greater conviction that the Belmont 
scenes are not merely light-hearted, capricious, and in-
consequential -- therefore peripheral to the five scenes 
in which Shylock appears. We can see too why Shylock, a 
" lif'e-like character, is given a subordinate position in a 
play which is mainly in another, less life-like idiom, We 
can better understand how to balance Portia's conceits of 
verse and dialogue, and the situations of plot in which 
she figures so she does not lose out to Shylock in audience 
impact because of her seemingly less "human" nature and 
0 
because of Shylock's greater passion. Moreover, we should 
have partly established a norm alongside which Shylock's 
antagonism will stand to be judged. 
First, in regard to Shylock's greater passion: He 
does indeed have the widest gamut of emotions, with the 
greatest depth, but not as the result of careless writing 
(this is really the implication behind most critical com-
mentary on this point); it is rather a function of Shy-
lock's misery that his spirit is so agitated, or that his 
feelings run so wide a gamut. The clue to this thought is 
given by Spinoza: ~·1. 
That one who uses his understanding 
aright can fall prey to no sorrow, anger, 
greed, etc., in loving Godo o o for if we 
do not love that object which alone is 
worthy of being loved, namely, God ••• , 
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but things which through their very char-
acter and nature are transient, then (since 
the object is liable to so many accidents, aye, 
even to annihilation) there necessarily result 
hatred, sorrow, etco, according to the changes 
in the object lovedo Hatred 9 when anyone de-
prives him of what he loveso Sorrow~ when he 
happens to lose it. Favor and Gratitude, when 
he ages not love his fellow-man for the sake of 
Godo 7 
The people of Belmont are equable 1~ their emotions to 
the p·oint where they have been thought, by comparison with 
Shylock, to be insensitive or insipid. But their mildness 
of temper is structured stably around a ~aith in God who 
always is and who does not change. Shylock is storm-tossed 
on a sea of emotions; yet be has no music or poetry. While 
the others move within a narrower range of tranquil emotions, 
they are far from colorless; they are endued with all the 
poetry and music. They are clothed in color and light. In 
the variations of love is the beat and flow of their lives. 
In contrast, Shylock's life is empty. It is, in fact, 
a wasteland parched of love. His show or feeling is like tbe 
spikes and barbs of self-defense put out by a scraggly-
growing desert plant, and the persuasion of the play is to 
have him turn his stiff and stubbornly set foliage upward 
for the rain of mercy. 
Yet what we may pity we do not oondoneo Shylock 
epitomizes values which the Christian bas left behind, 
values which stand in contrast to those of Belmont. His 
life's emphasis is on acquisition and possession, and in 
their train -- revenge; whereas Christian love entails giving 
' 
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and forgiving. Antonio is passive in the interests of self-
protection and dynamic in deeds for others. With Shylock 
these values are obviously reversed. He is vehemently and 
\ 
\ 
,\ 
"; 
cleverly self-protective against all odds, while there is 
not the smallest act on his part in behalf of others. 
Antonio's practice of Christian love is indicated through-
out the play under the metaphor of "venturing." Shylock, in 
the business of lending money, is also compelled to venture 
and risk. The contrast is therefore not natural but ~t 
spiritual, taking into account Christ's connnandment, "Love 
thy neighbor as thyself'." Opposed to this is the injunc-
tion commonly enunciated by the rabbis: "Do not do unto 
others what you would not have them do unto you." Where 
the former demands spiritual initiative and the venturing 
of love, the latter reposes on keeping the law and allows 
non-intervention. 
Antonio has loaned money to Bassanio twice and yet not 
once is he repaid. Certainly no negative reflection upon 
Bassanio is intended, inconsistent with his character as 
established in the exemplum. But such dealing with money 
is to show the positive forms of benevolence and charity 
in the quality of Antonio's love which seems to reflect 
the sense and spirit of Luke 6:30, 34-35. 
Give to everyone asking you, and from the one 
taking your things airay do not ask them back. 
Also if you lend without interest to those 
from whom you hope to receive 9 of what credit 
is it to you? Even tbe sinners lend 1r1i tbout 
interest to sinners that they may get back as 
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much. To the contrary continue ••• to do good 
and to lend without interest not hoping for 
anything back; and your reward will be great. 
These scriptures contain a reference to Leviticus 25:35, 
36 and 37 in respect to taking interest. Jesus' refinement 
of these scriptures is in bis injunction to "continue" giving: 
. ' 
And in case your brother grows poor and so he 
is financially weak alongside you, you must 
also sustain him as an alien resident and a 
settler~ he must keep alive with youo Do not 
take interest and usury from himD but you must 
be in r~ar of your God; and your brother must 
keep alive with you. You must not give your 
money on interest, and you must not give your 
food on usuryo 
Whatever his necessity, Shylock violates all Scripture, 
even his own, in answer to which Antonio lends money in the 
community at large aiding victims of Shylock's usurious 
practices: 
r-- Let him alone 
! 111 follow him no more with bootless prayers. 
He seeks my life, his reasons will I know, 
I oft delivered from his forfeitures many that 
have at times made moan to me. Therefore be 
bates me. 
(III, 111, 19-24) 
But to Shylock, money is life: 
.. 
Nay, take my life and all, pardon not that you 
take my house, when you do take the prop t-hat q 
doth sustain my house. You take my life when 
you do take the means whereby I live. 
(IV, 1, 374-377) 
What are the means whereby he lives? They are, in 
part, to take by forreiture the props that sustain the 
houses of others, and therefore, by his own reasoning, 
t.heir lives. 
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,. Grebanier regards Shylock as a medieval banker, 
', passionately and amorally performing his professional 
dis-
68 
service. His occasional foreclosures are in line with 
connnon business procedure, and it would be the sheerest 
witch-hunting to discover in tbem,the evidence of al-
legorical villainy rooted in diabolism. Even less blame-
worthy is Shylock if we recognize that he is pursuing one 
of the few courses of livelihood open to a medieval or 
Renaissance Jew. But by contrast to Antonio and to the 
people of Belmont Shylock 1 s behavior comes into moral re-
o 
lief. His is the morality of the silver casket which asks 
what it deserves first and which insists upon its rights 
next. It has no further obligation. On the other hand, 
Antonio's kindness has the capacity for taking risks with-
out reward, of seizing initiative which is the spiritual 
offensive against the indurated indifference or a de-
spiritualized system of things. With his sword of the 
spirit he jousts against the robot of finance which tramples 
over the human need. He is his own charitable organization, 
rendering bis service personally wherever he encounters a 
need in the course of his daily life. 
The picture or Shylock as a pinchpenny is a stereotype 
and an oversimplification of the nature of materialism. 
His apologists argue that be dismissed the financial terms 
of the bond in favor or a principle -- that be too is a 
victim of economic laws. He may be caught by, but be is 
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certainly also committed to the harshness of economic 
determinism as the basis of human society. His heart has 
been numbed by the cold economic m.achinery in which men's 
lives can be caught and brutalized in a routine way. He 
gloats in the iron necessity of money in the vise-grip of 
which he can catch Antonio and perhaps squeeze out his 
high-flown principles and hurp.anitarian ideals. His mind 
is channelled to the coarse logic of ready cash no matter 
what the threat or vicissitude. He recognizes no Belmont 
as a place apart; on it and on everything else his 
philosophy touches, he obtrudes the Rialto. He seeks no 
immediate change for the benefit of all in the degraded 
• system wherein be has so ably found his way, and he re-
gards Antonio's gestures toward sucb change as soft 
practices and prodigality which merely bring down the 
rates of usury in Venice (I, iii, 46). 
1ifuen Shylock calls in ,the .bond made with Antonio, he 
is unquestionably exercising his right within the rrame-
work of good and necessary economic machinery. But his 
heavy hand on the crank of this machinery is what makes 
for the sort of grinding commercialism that enslaves the 
world. Even though be foregoes the interest on and the 
principal of the loan in f'avor of his ttcause, 11 can we 
say he is not materialistic? Certainly not, since his 
cause is to get rid o~ Antonio so that "I can make what 
merchandise I will." (III., 1, 133) His present eff'ort 
. 
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with the bond puts an over-all tyranny in the value-place-
ment of money which is well within the province of Mammon. 
Shylock is diabolical in a most unlegendary way in that h.e 
serves an everyday Mammon whose tenure is held under a 
.. 
duly installed and socially accepted World Ruler of Dark-
, 
ness. 
The Platonic ideal of friendship embodied the concept 
of love, and the quality of Antonio's friendship with Bas-
sanio is commonly considered to be rooted in this ideal. 
Moreover, the tone of this love between man and man is 
the usual one for the Renaissance; it is manifested in 
several of Shakespeare's sonnets and it gives the only 
reasonable accounting for the intimate terms of the re-
\ 
lationsbips indicated there. The Renaissance used the 
avid and sensuous terms for friendship between men that 
later custom reserved for love between the opposite sexes. 
For instance, when Portia speaks of "the bosom lover of my 
lord 11 she does not mean herself, but Antoni·o. 
Yet, because Shakespeare bas used the Platonic ideal 
'· 
in bis earlier nnon-Christian" writings thereJ' is no reason 
to.preclude the possibility of time and change. It is not 
unreasonable to suppose that in retaining the Platonic ideal 
he could also have adapted it to Christian usage for the 
purposes of this allegory. There would be no problem in 
viel-1 of the out"rard resemblances between the two ideals of 
love -- Platonic and Christian, with the Christian ideal 
68 
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offering an equal possibility of source and in~luence. The 
apostle Peter enjoined upon Christians that they "supply to 
their brotherly affection (philad.elphia), love (agape)" 
(2 Pete~ 1: 7). Jesus himself showed a special friendship 
toward three of his disciples; Peter, James, and John, 
and of the three John is mentioned as especially beloved 
by Jesus. 
Miss Lewalski observes that An~onio, rescuing Bassanio, 
the self-confessed "Prodigal," from a debt due under the 
law, reflects the role or Christ satisfying the claim of 
Di i J ti b · th i f mankina. 69 Th v ne us ce y assuming es ns o e 
scriptural phrase which Antonio's deed in behalf or Bas-
sanio brings to mind is: 
This is my connnandment, that ye love one 
another as I have loved you. Greater love 
hath no man than this, that a man lay down 
his life for bis friends. (John 15: 12-13) 
Antonio's sacrifice of self, reflecting that of Jesus, 
contains an essential dif'ference between the New Law and 
the Old. The law given to Israel through Moses had stated, 
. "You must love your .fellow as yourself" (Leviticus 19: 18) .• 
When .Jesus said to his disciples on his last night with 
them, 11 I am giving you a new commandment, that you love 
, I 
one another; just as I have loved you, that you also love 
one another11 (John 13: 34), he was referring to something 
more than mere neighbor love, but to the love which he 
would exemplify by reason of bis sacrifice. It is this 
sacrificial quality that is referred to in the legend of 
69 
the leaden casket -- to risk and hazard all in the cause 
of love. It is this that transcends and supersedes any-
thing on the Platonic level. This is the ultimate of 
agape. Douglas' Bible Dictionary tells us that agape is 
"one of the least comm.on words in classical Greek writin~s. 1170 
Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle rarely used the word. 
Miss Lewalski points out that while the ch~racter of 
Shylock regresses tow~ra·evil, that of Antonio progresses 
toward good: 
••• Shylock ••• turns by his own choice into the cur that he has been called: "Thou call 1 dst me dog before thou hadst a cause,/ But since I am a dogj beware my .fangs n ( III, iii, 6~7)o Conversely9 Antonio in the trial scene suffers hatred and injury but foregoes revenge and rancor 9 manifesting a genuine spirit of forgiveness ••• Antonio becomes fina111 a perfect embodiment of Christian love.7 
Indeed, Antonio's mildness of temper and resignation 
are evident in his opening words at the trial: 
~ I do oppose My patience to· his fury, and am armed To sufrer with a quietness or spirit, The very tyranny and rage of his. 
(IV, i, 10-13) 
Antonio, then, illustrates toward Shylock the ultimate of 
agape as brought out in Matthew 5: 39, 44-47: 
However, I say to you: Do not resist him that is wicked: but whoever slaps you on your right cheek» turn the other also ta him/ ••• I say to you: Continue to love your enemies and to pray for those persecuting youo / That you may prove yourselves sons of your Father who is in the heavens 9 since he makes bis sun rise upon wicked people and good and makes it rain upon righteous 
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pe'ople -and unrighteous •. / For if you love 
those loving you, what reward do you have? 
Are not also the tax collectors doing the 
same thing? 
/ 
Heinrich Heine, viewing Antonio's behavior natural-
--~ 
istically, accounts for his gentle and pac1£ic nature thus: 
"Antonio is a poor-spirited creature without energy, with-
n72 · 
out strength enough to bate, or, o~ course to love • • • 
Or is disciplined love and Christian neutrality to be inter-
preted as "listlessness?" Antonio must have expended con-
siderable energy to do what ·Shylock has accused him of do-
ing, and Mr. Heine bas advanced no theory· denying that be 
did i',t: 
He hath disgraced me, and 
hindered me half a million; laughed at my 
losse~mocked at my gains, scorned my nation, 
thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends, heated 
mine enemies ••• 
(III, 1, 56-59) 
An explanation is indicated which would account for Antonio's 
pacific nature as demonstrated in the trial, in face of the 
enormities of which Shylock has accused him. It is possible 
that Shylock's outcries refer to the sufferings of his 
entire race at the hands of Christendom, the blame for 
which be imputes to Antonio as the target for total Jewish 
revenge. There is an analogy here to the kind of thinking 
that blames Christ for all that was wrongly done in his 
name. That which Antonio has actually done, he has ad-
mitted to: "I am as like to call thee so again, / To spit 
on thee again, to spurn thee too" (I, iii, 131-132). This 
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is in a·nswer to Shylock's accusatio : "You call me mis-
believer, cut-throat dog,/ And on my Jewish 
gaberdine ••• / And foot me as you spurn a stranger cur" 
(I, iii, 112-113, 119). But Antonio's action here de-
.. 
scribed, can be symbolically understood as the theatrical 
• 
equivalent of Christ driving the money-changers out of the 
temple -- or, in this case, out of the holy place of human 
affairs which are mandated by love, not commercial profit. 
As Miss Lewalski observes, Antonio's show of hostility 
to Shylock is "necessary to the moral tension or the 
play."73 Shylock must be exposed to wrongs bef'ore he can 
make the choice between forgiveness and revenge. Antonio, 
similarly tested, makes the opposite choice. But Shy-
lock's grosser accusations are more than would be neces-
sary to maintain the moral tension of the play. Here 
again is Shakespeare's elusiveness and calculated ambiguity 
at work to keep us guessing and never bored witb repeated 
contemplation of his work. 
The greatest weight of suggestion leads us to regard 
Antonio less as a contemporary figure and more as a symbol 
· standing for Christ during his earthly tenure, taking his 
part in a mystery play in Venetian dress out or an Eliza-
bethan wardrobe. 
.r 
Paul N. Siegal's observations support this thought: 
The presence and significance of Biblical 
analogies in Shakespearean drama are only 
now just being· realized •••• Today, how-
ever, we understand that an allusion to the 
72 
Christ story implying a comparison with the 
character would ••• have been regarded as 
illustrating ·the idea tbat the best conduct 
is that which is most closely illustrative of 
.the conduct of Christo 
But a character thus compared to Christ 
does not have to be inhumanly perfect without 
any touch of eartbine~sQ Q ~ e A character can 
even take on the aspect of a Christ figure for 
the moment althQµgh his conduct at other times 
is blameworthyo(LJ. 
Antonio's symbolism is contained within this defini-
,"i-
tion with a great margin to spare, for he is neither earthy 
nor blameworthy. 
It would now be in order to search out some of those 
Biblical analogies that seem to fit and define Antonio's 
symbolism. They would, .of course, be found mainly in the 
Gospels, but they also have a prophetic foundation in the 
Hebrew Scriptures, with a remarkable concentration in 
chapter 53 of the Book of Isaiah. Both sources can be 
presented briefly in tabular form, the Bible references 
being listed under their appropriate subject beadings. 
1. He will be tried and condemned. 
Isaiah .53: 8. Matthew.26: 57-68; 27: 1, 
2, llc:a26; 
Mark 14: 53-65; 15: 1-15; 
Luke 22: 54, 66-71; 23: 
1-25; 
John 18: 12-14, 19-24, 
28-40; 14: 1-16. 
2. He will be silent before bis accusers. 
Isaiah 53: 7. Matthew 27: 12-14; 
Mark 14: 61; 15: 4, 5; 
Luke 23: 9; 
John 19: 9. 
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3. He will not be: .. believed in. ,, 
Isaiah 53:1. John 12: 37, 38; 
Romans 10: 11, 16. 
4. He will be hated; a man of sorrows, and 
acquainted with grier. 
Isaiah 53: 3. John 17: 14, 15, 18, 25. 
5. He will be pierced. 
Isaiah 53: 5. Matthew 27: 49; 
John 19: 34, 37; 
Revelation 1: 7. 
6. He will die a sacrificial death (to carry 
away sins and open way to righteous standing 
With God). 
Isaiah 53: 5, 8, 11. Matthew 20: 28 • 
John 1: 29. 
Romans 3: 24; 4: 25. 
1 Corinthians 15: 3. 
Hebrews 9: 12-15. 
Some of these parallels are closer than others. In 
.. - the case of the fourth subject heading: "He was a man of 
sorrows, and acquainted with grief, n Antonio draws the 
!l 
comparison in the opening lines of the play: 
In sooth, I know not why I am so sad: 
It wearies me; you say it wearies you; 
1"1bat stuff 'tis made of, whereof it is born, 
I run to learn. 
(I, 1, 1-5) 
The feeling is that sadness and being hated are associated. 
Antonio's sadness may rest upon a premonition of the 
catastrophe which is about to befall him. This is what 
,3 
he is to learn. It is a sadness which is made to conform 
' also with the temperament or constitutional melancholy in 
keeping with the romantic convention of the Elizabethan 
,. 
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age. There is, hoJ~ver, nothing to preclude our acceptance 
of the above statement on its artfully dual basis which 
unites the convention with the scripture analogy. 
• I 
As to the sixth subject heading: "He will die a 
sacri~icial death (to carry away sins and open way to 
righteous standing with God),n Miss Lewalski sees the ac-
tion of the trial scene pivoting on Antonio's symbolism 
or the role of Christ satisfying the claim of Divine Justice 
by assuming the sins or mankind. Of course, Antonio does 
not die a sacrificial death, and the atonement idea at-
tendant upon it is accordingly not carried out. But this 
is the train· of association tou cbed off in the mind of' the 
suggestible reader as he follows the suspense of the life-
forfeit as Antonio faces it. His being pierced is similarly 
not consummated, but suggested. 
The Christ symbolism is further reinforced by the 
imagery when Antonio re.fers to himself as a "tainted wether 
of the flock,/ Meetest for death" {IV, i, 114-115). Upon 
this image we can reas0n as follows: nTainted wether of 
the flock" connotes a meaning not unlike "black sheep of 
the family," but ".flock11 signifies more than 11family11 ; it 
is a religious grouping. A "wether" is a castrated ram. 
We have then a picture of a man who is an outcast from his 
own religious organization and who lives like a eunuch, 
celibate in mind and body. This understanding is stre~gthen-
ed by the fact that Antonio has no romantic connections at 
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all in tbe play. He is aloof rrom his exuberant friends, 
...__.... 
and be takes no part in ordinary relationships with any of 
them, except Bassanio. We are reminded, by these quali-
ties, of Christ; and we are likely to think how be too 
stood outside the religious group into which he was born, 
and bow he too was "meetest for death" (prophetically 
marked and divinely ordained for a sacrificial death). 
In addition, who but Christ can fit the superlative 
-- ' ··''"" 
characterization applied to Antonio, "A kinder gentlem~n 
treads not the earth" ( II, viii, 35)? 
Thus far Belmont has been identified as the center of . 
a Christian fellowship, the Christian values symbolized in 
the caskets have been defined, the conceits have been 
I 
traced in the language and in the narrative in which 
Portia and Antonio appear as Christ images. Shylock 
figures, in the simplest outlines of this format, as the 
principal opposition to the Christian values represented 
in the other characters. 
The word which conveys the essence of Christian values 
and which is the key word of The Merchant of Venice is 
"love." There are 66 lines in which some form of the word 
75 
"love" appears, and only three of' these are allotted to 
Shylock. Of these three, one is used as a pretense when 
he says to Antonio: 
I would be friends with you and have your love; 
( I, iii, 139) 
-
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one is meaningless in the thematic context: 
Some men love not a gaping pig. 
(IV., i, 47) 
( 
The last is counterbalanced and possibly negated by the 
word 11 bate11 : 
I am not bid for love; they flatter me: 
But yet I 1 11 go in hate. 
(II, v, 13-14) 
There are eight lines in which the word "hate" appears, and 
of these five are allotted to Shylock. Four of these re-
veal bis governing sentiment to be hatred, invoked three 
76 
times against Antonio and ,once against Bassanio. 
Shylock's contrast to the other characters, then, is 
shown as the difference between lowe and bate; selr-
righteous pride and humility; sobriety and joy; thrift and 
"venturing." In the fourth act the contrast between Justice 
and Mercy is emphasized. Here, Shylock and Antonio come to 
embody the theological conflicts between the Old Law and 
the New, with the scene evoking something of the cruci-
fix ion scene. As Iv1iss Lewalski observes, "Both plot 
situation and language suggest a typical killing or Christ 
77 by the Jew." Here then, we could expect Shylock, more 
than ever, to be colorea·to conform to the Pharisaic type 
actually figuring in Christ's execution. 
The behavior of the Pharisees prompted Jesus to say 
to them, "1,ivby is 1 t you overstep the commandment of' God 
because of your tradition?" Shylock seems Pharisaic in 
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that he clings to outward form and ceremonial practise, 
but he lacks the spirit of true faith. His very avarice 
is a reliance on the _providence of materialism and not 
of God. 
The Ph~risees were what might be termed the orthodox 
body of Jews. Jesus did not deign to mention the other 
sects which had entirely departed rrom God. He addressed 
' 
himself especially to the Pharisees, pointing out wherein, 
with all their boasted holiness, they came far short of 
what would be acceptable to God. From the expressions of 
Jesus it would appear that one of the great failings of 
the Pharisees was covetousness; Jesus called them "money 
lovers." On one occasion he told them that this covet-
ousness, greed, love of money, led them to disregard dis-
honestly the rights of others. He said: "Ye devour 
,. 
widows 1 houses," meaning that they would take advantage 
of widows to accumulate property for themselves. 
Bible Dictionarx says this of them: 
Douglas' 
Beyond an absolute insistence on the unity and 
holiness of God, the election of Israel and 
the absolute autbori ty of' the Torah for him, 
all the stress of the Pharisee's religion was 
ethical, not tbeologica1.7tl 
I"-
Also, they especially stressed their refusal to buy food 
from or to eat in the homes of non-Pharisees. Further, the 
Pharisees, having to adapt the law to suit conditions of 
exile, were law-centered and adept in secular law. All 
this is reflected in Shylock. His obeisance to outward 
78 
...::-;· 
79 
forms is ·often manifested, and some examples of this are 
his refusal to eat pork, his swearing upon the "holy sabbath," 
his reference to his "father Abram," etc. His references to 
his "holy nationn illustrate his subscription to the idea of 
the election of Israel. Love, faith, and hope make up the 
core of true worship, and Shylock shows himself to be lack-
ing in all of these. What could be an example of his lack 
of faith is his statement made before his fortunes in the 
trial are determined: "I rollow thus a losing suit against 
him" (IV, i, 61-62); also he demands usurious "assurance" 
before lending money. His comparison with the Prince of 
Aragon, also shown to be Pharisaic, greatly reinforces this 
same view of Shylock here. 
w. W. Lloyd gives great force to the identification of 
Shylock with the Pharisee: 
:_ The plea of the Jew in exacting forrei ture of 
the bond is the epitome of the very history 
and genius of Judaism regarded from its most 
unfavourable sideD bigoted reliance in the 
fulfillment of precept by the letter 9 and dis-
regard of spir,it and purpose 9 and obstinate 
claim or privilege by interpretation of terms 
in coven~.nt or bond 9 in subjection to which 
alone it can be reasonably valido All are 
familiar ·tJith the spirit of Pharisaism to 
claim privilege by natural descent from the 
fav:.oured Abrahru11 9 and to disallot'1 in others 
the value of the great qualities to which 
the favotLr of Abraham was ascribed; to cleanse 
the outside of the platter and to be scrupulous 
of days ru~d meatsD but take little thought of 
the impurities of the hearto Those only 9 how-
ever~ can have a full conception of the degrada-
tion of the huraan mind by slavery to written 
text~~~ ha~~ some B~im:e.~es=o~ the Rab-binical literature tnat is a monument of tyramiy ln comparison with which Egyptian 
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bondage was enfranchisement. The iron of this 
slavery has entered into the very soul of Shy-
lock, and his appeal to his bond» as identified 
with justice is the very soul and being of com-
mercialismo Th~ bond is signed9 is sealed, is 
admitted9 and he rests upon it as on a rock; 
borne out by thisp he fears no judgraent~ as 
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doing no wrongo The word of law is to him sanc-
tity~ and he has no sense of the ends for which 
the law was framedo So he has an oath in heaven, 
he has sworn by the sacred Sabbath~ the bonds 
and obligations again invalid9 by incongruity 0 of 
purport~ with all the ends for which oaths are 
sacredo Such oaths are airD such bonds are 
waste paper~ even the very rights of nature and 
paternity are dissolved by cr·uelty and malice, 
and no amount of wealth can purchase the happi-
ness or power of which the moral conditions are 
forfeit; the ark of his trust and veneration is, 
like the gilded casket., but a painted sepulchre, 
and within are dead men's bones.79 
Shylock is as evasive and silent in his answer to the 
Inke as were the Pharisees about their real grievance against 
Jesus, making their allegation turn on Jesus• claim to king-
ship (Mark 15: 2; Luke 23: 2), which the Jews wished Pilate 
to construe in a political sense, thus evading the religious 
issue .. Shylock's "ancient grudge," his "lodged hate and 
certain loathing," his "envy" are consonant with the Phar-
isaic prejudice against Christ who threatened the entrenched 
stability of sectarian Judaism and the authority of the rab-
bis. Shylock intends to cut his pound of flesh from the 
heart of a society which has intruded on the bruited sanc-
tity and supposed security of his religion and which has 
. rendere'd him an alien among men. 
.I 
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\'lhe.n Gratia.no says to Shylock: "No, not the hangman's 
axe, bear b.alf the keenness / Of thy sharp envy" (IV, 1, 
125-126), we are reminded of ·Matthew 27: 18: "For he ( Pi-
late) was aware that out of envy they had handed him over." 
As the D.lke exhorts Shylock ,.:to mercy, so Pilate tried to re-
lease Jesus as an act of clemency at the Passover Feast 
(Mark 15: 6; John 18: 39). Staggered, as it were into a 
later context which does not apply directly to Antonio, but 
~ 
which nevertheless voices the Pharisaic preference in this 
regard, Shylock says: 
I have a daughter; 
Would any of the stock of Barrabas 
Had been her husband rather than a Christiani 
(IV, 1, 293-297) 
Shylock's cry, "My deeds upon my head" (IV, 1, 202), clearly 
. 
suggests Matthew 27: 25 wherein is recorded the voice of 
Jewish mob-action heedless to the consequences of guilt re-
sulting from Jesus' execution: "His blood be;,. on us and on 
our children." 
Shylock's visits to the jai·ler (III, 111), and probably 
also to the D.lke -- indicated by one of his opening state-
ments in the trial: "I have possessed your Grace of what I 
purpos1e" .(IV, i, 35) -'- calls to mind the pressure groups of 
Jews visiting Pilate before the trial of Jesus, bent on hurry-
ing him to the Praetorium for Pilate to condemn him before a 
defense could be organized. That preliminary consultation 
with the litigants was not customary to the legal procedure 
.. 
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her~. is evidenced by the fact that Antonio has had no com-
munication with the Dlke previous to the trial. 
borne out by the opening exposition of Act IV: 
This is 
. -
Iuke: 
I am sorry for thee; thou art come to answer A stony adversary, en inhuman wretch Uncapable of pity, void and empty From any dram of mercy. 
Anto·nio: ., 
I have heard Your Grace hath ta'en great pains to qualify 
I)· . 
His rigorous course; but since he stands obdurate And that no lawful means can carry me Out of his envy 9s reach 9 I do oppose My patie11ce to his fu1'")·y 1J and am ai?med To suffer, with a quietness of spirit, The very tyranny and rage of his. 
(IV, i, 3-13) 
If Antonio had had any direct conversation with the Duke 
previously he would not have had to depend upon hearsay for 
the information he has acquired. 
Shylock's words, "I' 11 have my bond," four times repeat-
ed in the scene where Antonio is in the custody of the jailer 
( III, iii), have the srune urgent insistence as "Impale him" 
(Mat1thew 1.5: 13), "Impale himl" (Matthew 15: 14). That this 
parallelism of haste and urgency is carried over into the 
trial scene of the play, in spite of three-month's time to 
prepare for possible defaulting on the bond, is evidenced by 
the lack of readiness on the part of Antonio and his friends 
when confronted with the situation. They have made no effort 
to raise the three thousand ducats to save him, nor to pro-
vide him with a surgeon as needed. Portia's recruitment to 
1-...........,..-~~-~ ,.1~ ,,. . ~·· l' 
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the bar is a last-minute prop.osition. 
But if the parallel with Jesus' trial be closely ap-
plied, Jesus did not expect ~to alter the course of the di-
1, 
vine program for him, and so he submitted to the trial and 
execution, his defense being more an attestation of God's 
plan and his place in it., This submissive course of con-
duct is reflected in Antonio, but when understood only in 
its literal sense, the view is engendered that "Antonio, not 
Shylock, is the caricature: his friends are parasites, spend-
80 thrifts, and fribbles." 
Concomitant with Shylock's resemblance to the Pharisee, 
the D.lke suggests Pilate in the narrative imagery. When the 
court opens, the Dlke, who presides, is already fully in-
formed of the facts, and has even communicated them in writ-
ing to Bellario, a learned Judge of Padua, and has invited 
him to come and render judgment in the case. Pilate, by com-
parison, wished to turn the jurisdiction of Jesus• trial over 
to Herod (Luke 23: 7-12), and symbolically washed his hands 
of the guilt of Jesus• blood (Matthew 27: 24), while yet con-
tinuing with the trial. 
Shylock's insistence on the laws of Venice as the sole 
standard of judgment on Antonio is reminiscent of the Phar-
isaic demand that Jesus be tried in the courts of Rome, even 
though under Roman usage the Sanhedrin had great liberty in 
.. ' d~aling with all disputes of a religious kind, excepting the 
"' 81 power to inflict the death penalty. Shylock's "I crave the 
\ 
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law" (IV, 1, 208), because it is the possible instrument of 
Antonio's death is identical in spirit to "We have no king 
but c.a:esar" ( John 19: 15) in relation to the Pharisaic de-
signs on Jesus. Shylock loved Venetian law for 1 ts own sJake \ ,,..-, 
as little~ perhaps, as the Pharisees loved the Roman emperqr. 
The real reason for the Pharisees' hatred of Jesus was 
that he spoke with assurance of being the Son of God, of 
sharing the throne of God, and of the fulfillment of Daniel's 
vision in himself and his community. His quotation of Dan-
iel 7: 13 was an unmistakable claim to his unique status and 
destiny: 
Again the high priest began to question him and 
said to him ''Are you the Christ the Son of the Blessed One?" / Then Jesus said~ nr am; and you persons will sae the Son of Man sitting at the 
right hand of power and coming with the clouds of heaveno / At this the high priest ripped h:ts in-
ner garments and saidg nwhat further need do 1,1e have of witnesses?/ You have heard the blas~ phemyo 'What is eyident to you?'i They all con-
. demned hirr1 to be liable to deatho / And some 
started to spit on him and sorne to cover his 
whole face and hit him with their fists and say to himg nProphecyln And slapping him in the face 9 the court attendants took him. (Mark 14: 61-65) 
Daniel 7: 13 reads: 
I kept on beholding in the visions of the night, 
and see there! with the clouds someone like a 
son of man happened to be coming; and to the Ancient of Days he gained accessD and they brought him up close even before that one. 
We have observed how adumbrations of these Biblical pas-
sages have been incorporated in various unexpected places in 
the text of the play. In regard to the above, we might find 
.,t·· .. 
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parallels in the dialogue. First we hear Shylock crying out 
when Portia gives judgment in his favor, "A Daniel come to 
judgment: yea a Daniell / 0 wise young judge" (IV, 1, 223-
224). It is commonly agreed that Shylock here is referring 
to the apocryphal Book of Susanna, wherein the young Daniel 
confounded the accusers of Susanna, upholding thereby the 
justice of the Law. With a sharp lookout for Shakespeare's 
allegorical pun; we hear Gratiana fling back the title in 
Shylock's race, saying: "A second Daniel, a. Daniel Jew" 
(IV, 1, 333), the word "second" indicating a reference to 
the prophet Daniel of the inspired Book of Daniel, with 
whom Portia is identified by virtue of the name she assumes 
1n the trial -- Bal thas ar. ("Daniel• s name in the . Bible is 
Baltassar, but the king whom he served was· named Balthasar, 
82 hence the slight variation might be due to imperfect memory"). 
When Gratiano further says: 
A Daniel, still say I, a second Daniell I thank thee, Jew, for teaching me that word. 
(IV, 1, 340-341) ) 
we are ever more alert, because the pun is repeated -- char-
acteristically for Shakespeare's more abstruse puns, lest they 
be missed Gratiana might better have used the word "name" and 
not 11word" if' he were referring to the same Daniel cited by 
Shylock. "Word," taught by the Jew, suggests the word of God 
taught in. the Hebrew Scriptures -- in Daniel, to be more exact, 
offering the prophecies which lead to the recognition of Christ. 
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Gratiano•s ironical thrust may seem like mere verbal banter, 
like gloating retaliation occasioned by the turn of advan~ 
tage against Shylock in the courtroom scene, when actually 
it might be a discrediting of Shylock's stand upon the Apoc-
rypha and a historical reminder of the obstinate perversion 
of traditional Judaism of its own authorized prophecies 
l :• 
leading directly to consummation and fulfillment in Christ. 
That Shylock recognizes and rejects this side of the issue, 
the sacrificial value of Christ's life in bringing him into 
the presence of God, and mankind into righteous standing is 
suggested by a previous deceptively light-worded rererence: 
A pound of man's flesh taken from a man 
Is not so estimable 9 profitable neither, 
As flesh of mutton, beef, or goats. \, 
(I, 111, 1666-68) 
The animals to which he refers may be found on the , 
natural level in a butcher shop, and some implausible pseutlo-
allegorical inferences have been made by a disconnected in-
terpretation of the imagery in connection with., "Your worship 
was the last man in our mouths" (I, iii, 61), and "But yet 
I'll go in hate to feed upon/ the prodigal Christian" (II, 
v, 14-15), making for rather a cannibalistic picture.83 But 
if an allegorical meaning be imputed that ties in with the 
Pharisaic symbolism thus far pursued, these were the prin-
cipal animals used as atonement sacrifices, under the ben-
efit of which Aaron could- act as mediator for Israel before· 
God, in spite of his inheritance of Adamic sin, and could ~ 
( 
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enter into the Most Holy of the Tabernacle 1 which symbolized 
the presence of Yahweh. In upholding the value of/this flesh 
___ _.j,-'"./ 
/ 
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over that of Antonio, Shylock is denying the ~titypical ful-
fillment of these animal sacrifices in Christ's human sac-
rifice, the value of which he was able to present before God, 
and become thereby the Mediator for the human race, there-
. ' 
after "sitting at the· right hand of power. 11 
Miss Lewalski sees other ironical implications relative 
to the name "Daniel." This name was glossed in the Eliza-
bethan Bibles as "The Judgment of God. 11 Throughout the play 
and in the trial scene Portia has lived up to this meaning 
of the name. This Miss Lewalski has observed and she states: 
According to Christian exegetes, Daniel in 
this book foreshadows the Christian tradi-
tion by his explicit denial of any claim 
upon God by righteousness~ and his humble 
appeal for mercy~ 99 0 my God 9 enclyne thine 
eare & hearken 9 open thine eyesp beholde 
howe we be desolated o o o for we doo not 
present our prayers before thee in our owne 
righteousnesse ~ b11t in thy great mercies" 
(Daniel 9g 18)0 These implications greatly 
enrich the irony when Gratiana flings the 
title back in Shylock's face cmaa "A second 
Daniel, a Daniel, Jew" (IV, 1, 329).tj4 
The irony relative to this quotation rrom the Book of 
Daniel lies in the way it contrasts with Shylock's statement 
wherein he arrogates to himself the perfect righteousness ~ 
. 
which is the standard of the Old Law by Pharisaic interpreta-
tion: .. ·. "What judgment shall I dread doing no wrong?" (IV, i, 
89) •. He expressly denies any need to merit divine mercy by 
-himself offering mercy to others. He refuses by turns to 
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' dismiss part of the debt, to accept three times the value of 
the debt instead of the pound of flesh, or even to supply a 
doctor for charity to stop Antonio's wounds. 
In the trial Shylock is morally lacerated but he is also 
instructed, a combination adding up to Christian agape when 
applied to those who are transgressing. Portia's instruc-
tion to him on "mercy" points up an important contrast in 
the Jewish and Christian oppositions even where Jews recog-
nize mercy as basic to their faith. Christianity, as repre-
sented here, is outgiving with teaching and with principled 
love, dyr1amic and evangelical. Judaism is non-communicative 
and sectarian, a religion of forms and ceremonies, of copious 
rabbinical commentary, it is not negotiable from one to an-
other. 
Portia counterposes Judaeo-Christian mercy to Pharisaic 
justice most pointedly in her speech wherein are combined the 
most memorable of Shakespearean poetry and Biblical paraphrase: 
The quality of mercy is not strained, 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath; it is twice blessed; 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. 
(IV, i, 186 ff .J 
This compa~es with Deuteronomy 32: 2 of the Geneva Bible: 
My doctrine shall droppe as the rain, 
and my sp~ech shall stil as the dew, as 
the shower upon the herbs and as the great 
raine upon the grasse. 
Line 189 of Portia's speech parallels Acts 20: 35: "It 
is a blessed thing to give rather than receive." 
: .... 
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Later on, in the same speech, are two powerfully sincere 
and direct references to God: 
It is an attribute to God himself; 
And earthly power doth then show likest God's 
Wh~n mercy seasons justice. 
(IV, 1, 195-197) 
In case we think that Shylock's avoidance of Biblically 
based argumentation is a reticence imposed by the author ror 
the sake of the secular nature of the play, we need only note 
Portia's speech, or the Duke's only slightly modified presenta-
'tion of Matthew 5: 7 ("Blessed are the mere iful; for they shall 
obtain mercy") when he says, "How shalt thou hope for mercy, 
·rendering none?" (IV, 1, 88). Shylock, too, in the mode of 
Shakespearean poetry fitted to him, could also have invoked 
a Biblical countercharge ror the racial indignities he has 
suffered at Antonio's hands, and so scotch this loose talk of 
"mercy"; that he does not is, beyond doubt, a deliberate omis-
sion. 
When the Duke urges him, as a Jew, to show the excellence 
of his religion over that of a Turk or Tartar, who are gen-
tiles by Shylock's standards and heathens by the Duke's, Shy-
. 
lock reveals either moral unintelligibility or an unwilling-
ness to communicate. He can give no reason or he will not. 
The Tu.ke speaks: 
Shylock, the world thinks, and I think so too, 
That thou but leadest this fashion of thy malice 
To the last hour of act, and then °tis thought 
Thou 1 lt show a mercy and remorse more strange 
Than is thy strange apparent cruelty; 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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And pluck commiseration of his state 
From brassy bosoms and rough hearts of flints From sttlbborn Turks and Tartars; never trained To offices of tender courtesy. 
We all expect a gentle answer, Jew. 
( IV, i, 1 7 - 34) 
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The Duke's exhortation carries a tone of respect; it 
anticipates a reply in terms of Jewish belier which would of 
necessity embrace mercy. There is no invective in the word 
"Jew," since 1 t is juxtaposed to and associated with "gentle." 
But strangely, Shylock does not elect to include any racial 
or religious element in his defense, and the effective con-
sequence of his reply is that he abandons the defense of his 
religion and of hia "sacred nation," seeming to give no 
thought to sensitive public relations and to possible ra-
cial reprisals, if not by his act against Antonio, then by 
his explanation for the act: 
But say it is my humour, is it answered? What if my house be troubled with a rat, And I please to give ten thousand ducats 
To have it baned. 
(IV, 1, 43 .. 45) 
There is no apparent tactical advantage to be gained for 
him by this close-mouthed procedure that would outweigh his 
racial affiliations and orientation so evident previously 
throughout the play. Previously he has drawn on Scripture 
(the parable of the eanlings) to justify his practice of -
lending out money at interest. Now he needs reasons for his 
sudden silence that are stronger than him.self, reasons which 
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-he knows will expose him to "inevitable shame" and which 
proscribe his conduct and dominate his will so that he "can 
not" or "will not" give them on this occasion. 
If we approach the matter from the standpoint that Shy-
I~ lock participates in the villain stereotype and that he takes 
the silent role like Iago, who is an unintelligible villain, 
acting with_ inscrutable deliberacy when he says: "Demand me ~ 
-
I 
nothing. What you know, you know./ From this time forward 
I never will speak word," then we ~should consider the state-
ment of Bernard Spivack, relative to this point, in his de-
finitive book on Shakespearean villains, ShakesEeare and the 
Allesorx 2f Evil: 
--, 
We need to notice, first of all, the remarkable equivocation which in his {Iago's) monologues 9 infects his private utterance of his injuries and aimso The force of his provocations is dissipated by the very tex-ture of the language in which he expresses them~ by a literal and formal frivolity that resides in the vocabulary and syntax of his statementso Although we cannot avoid their nominal meaning 9 ii1hich :i.s that Iago is moved to his deadly intrigue by desire for vengeance and for office~ his explanations lack the emotional sincerity and dignity of such mo-tiveso Not only do his suspicions 9 for in-stance9 lack objective support in the play, they do not even possess the quality of hal-lucination» but are studiously voiced by him as the t'limsiest hearsay and conjectureo And once so voiced early in the play~ they are forgotten~ as we shall see~ for all the rest of ito It is because of such a context that the very number of his motives augments their ambiguityo They come crowding in frivolous profusion and jostle each other into oblivion. They sound like parenthetical remarks~ post-scripts9 marginalia~~ like a clutter of op-portunisms for an action thag5was inevitable before they were thought of. 
I • 
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Mr. Spivack asserts that Iago's motives and his life in 
the play are at variance, and his words equivocate his mo-
tives because they express his lif~. Iago avidly pursues mis-
chief for its own sake. He is arbi tra.rily · and zestfully an 
artist of destruction. His reasons do not logically corres-
pond with his actions, nor do his emotions register with his 
dramatic personality. Mr. Spivack lists Iago with Aaron, 
Richard, and Don John in the category or unintelligible vil-
lainy. On the other hand, he lists Shylock with Claudius, 
Angelo, Goneril, Macbeth, Iachmo, and Cymbeline's Queen as a 
cogent portrait of human+ty. These listed ones are verbally 
and emotionally consistent, and their behavior is "morally 
perspicuous$" Their motives exist incontestably and are "per-
tinent, specific, continuous, and logically directed to ful-
fillment." Iago exists within the boundaries of the moral-
ity tradition; Shylock exists within the illimitable conven-
- 86 b t tion of human nature and therefore cannot e in erpreted 
through the patterns of~villainy set by Iago any more than 
can one Shakespearean hero be determined b~ another. His be-
havior is individual and can be understood only in relation 
to the individual plot in which he rigures.87 
Shylock's reasons for hating Antonio are candid, ex-
plicit, and consistent. They are based on a human logic, the 
insufficiency of which is apparent only to the mo·st sensitive 
discernment of the spirit. Antonio~ after all, has actually 
spit on Shylock's Jewish gaberdine and has kicked him as he 
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would an ownerless dog. Even hating Antonio because he is a-
Christian reveals a specific self-lmowledge and is "justified" 
from Shylock's point-of-view by his recital of racial griev-
ances at the hands of Antonio (Christianity), who has mocked· 
at his gains, laughed at his losses, cooled his friends, 
heated his enemies, etc. Such reasons do not obscure the 
moral distinction between cause and effect. They may, in 
fact, be taken for the essential expression of true feelings. 
Yet, during the trial, Shylock becomes mute: 
So I can give no reason, nor I will not 
More than a lodged hate and a certain loathing 
I bear Antonio, that I follow thus 
A losing suit against him. 
(IV, i, 59-62) 
Several approaches suggest themselves which might re-
solve the dilennna, and I offer them as briefly as possible 
for consideration: 
(1) Shylock fulfills the "Allegory of Evil" idea in the 
trial scene in that he demands the "bond" which is due him 
under the law. "He reflects the role of the devil, to whom 
the entire human race is in bondage through sin." This idea 
hns been advanced by Miss Lewalski, but the application here 
is to cover the diabolical convention of evil for its own 
sake reflected in the villain sterotype. Previously Shylock 
,• 
has been more human, but as his villainy intensifies his 
motivation changes. 
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(2) Shylock's motivation on the basis of his progress 
to greater evil can be explained in another way toward re-
solving the dilennna. He continues to feed his revenge, 
until, by the time of the trial scene, his entire being is 
so encompassed by hatred that it is past all expression. In 
opposition to this Antonio has become blameless in virtue; 
Shylock's grievances would seem all the more unjustified to 
the listeners in the court, and so, even if he were able, he 
despairs of voicing them. This idea is somewhat reinforced 
by his remark, "I follow thus a losing suit against him." 
The "progress of evil" idea may have been passed over by 
Mr. Spivack in his short treatment of Shylock. 
(3) Shylock's evil belongs to the mystery-play tradi-
. tion rather than to that of the morality play, and thus may 
have evaded the scope of Mr. Spivack's book. Moreover, it 
· would not be universally accepted or admitted that Shylock's 
silence would be patterned after the classic historical ex-
ample of Pharisaic silent villainy. 
(4) Shylock's Pharisaic religion, being uncommunicable 
except for its ethical side, is characteristically withheld. 
His discussion of slavery with the luke is ethical. It de-
parts from strict adherence to the Old Testament in accord-
' ance with the policy of the Pharisees to adapt their ex-
ilarchy to the conditions of the alien nations in which they 
lived. Shylock's "Hath not·· a Jew eyes?" speech is also ethi-
cal, and like the slavery discussion, when separated from its 
I 
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pejorative context,, wbuld seem at fac:e value to indicate 
moral intelligibility, even ethical validity~ The only real 
corrective to this view is from the standpoint of the al-
legory which maintains the ascendancy or theological values 
above all others 
...... ,. -~,. Since this view is held by a minority of 
t 
scholars, it is understandable that perhaps Mr. Spivack does 
not subscribe to it. 
(5) There are references in the Talmud wherein Phar-
isaic procedure is recorded for all time, and there are cer-
tain passages there which can fairly pinpoint Shylock's be-
havior. There was in Shakespeare's time and centuries be-
fore his time, in the archives of the Vatican especially, 
but also in the libraries of Protestant churches, a great 
body of anti-Talmudic literature containing selections of 
material which represented the life work of scholarly cler-
ics. Without undue labor a lay reader could find source 
material catalogued and indexed, condensed for Christian 
consideration. In the Ch~ch of England to which Shakespeare 
belonged and where he was a lay rector, I daresay there was 
a library containing such books. If Shakespeare did not read 
them directly, the ministers of his church could have been 
knowledgeable enough and obliging enough to impart the few 
critical points necessary for the author to work from. The 
Talmudic passages to which I refer forbid the release of 
sacred information (the crown of Torah) for personal advan-
tage. Also, the Jew is warned not to reveal his inmost 
) 
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feelings or personal motives to a prince or head of state, 
\ 
' 
lest his confidences be violated and his property and life be 
taken from him. 
(6) There is also the possibility that these alterna-
tives overlap one another, and that Shakespeare had in mind 
several or all of them to give impact on each or the levels 
of meaning suggested. The dramatic device able to serve all 
I 
these .functions compactly is that of silent villainy. 
If Shylock's Pharisaism has been established it has been 
' 
worth the trouble, because overtones or the pre-crucifixion 
trial exert a determining force on the events in the court-
room, as the allegory does previously throughout the play. 
The allegorical process at work in the courtroom scene rele-
gates its issues to their original values and conditions so 
ithat they can be determined mainly by the standards which 
were applicable to similar circumstances in the time of 
Christ. The polarization of Shylock to evil and Antonio 
to virtue, in the courtroom scene, causes us to forget for 
the moment the merit of Judaism's historical case against 
Christendom. 
Because it is these original issues which are spotlighted 
in the trial scene, it is useless to expend legal ingenuity in 
'\.' 
attempts to prove that Shylock is the victim of entrapment, re-
vived dead-letter laws, legal quibbles, chicanery, etc. The 
situation is basically unreal, for in Venice Jews had no legal 
rights at all. Whatever Shakespeare's training in the law 
·It 
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might have been, the courtroom scene ,maintains legal form 
only enough to be dramatically convincing; beyond this it is 
folklore law. 
Moreover, we are interested in vindicating Shakespeare 
from the charge of anti-Semitism. To the extent that Judaism 
departs from Pharisaism we have done so. Shakespeare's treat-~ 
I 
ment of Shylock represents an application of the ultimate and 
most fundamental convictions that sincerely can be connnanded 
from the spirit to mediate the problems of human interrela-
tionship. A genuine desire to confront the racial issue of 
his time with resolving force might explain why The Merchant 
of Venice is the most "Christian" play of Shakespeare's can-
- ---
on. The core of its theme is abstracted from the unintelli-
gible prejudice of the age, end is justified as a detailed 
exposition of how Pharisaism formulates its error in the face 
of Christian values. Shylock is shown the remedy and the way 
of deliverance from his villainy grown to bitterness. 
Part of thi.s remedy resides in the lesson, implicit in 
the courtroom scene, that the Law was fulfilled in Ch1list, 
apart from whom there can be no salvation in the works of the 
Law. The demands of Justice and Mercy are reconciled only 
through the sacrifice of Christ, who satisfies the demands 
. ·- -~\- ·- ; 
of Justice by assuming the debts of mankind, and thus makes 
•. ·t1 88 mercy possi e. 
Antonio's bond, like the sinner's is forfeit according 
to the law, and the law of Venice like that of God cannot be 
I 
·"', 
., 
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abrogated. Shylock underscores this when he threatens, "If 
you deny me, fie upon your law'' (IV, 1, 101), and Portia 
bears him out, " • • • there is no power in Venice can alter 
,! 
a decree established" (IV, i, 214-215). In the following 
passage, Shylock's defeat by law is accomplished: 
Therefore prepare thee to cut off the flesh. 
Shed thou no blood, nor cut thou less nor more· 
But just a pound of flesho Ir thou tak'st more 
Or less than just a pound, be it so much · 
As makes it light or heavy in the substance 
Or the division of the twentieth part 
Of one poor scruple 51 nay~ if the scale do turn 
But in the estimation of a hair, 
Thou diest and all thy goods are confiscate. 
(IV, i, 324-332) 
With Shylock's defeat is the defeat of Pharisaism which 
stubbornly clings to the law. Shylock's question, "Is that 
the law?" (IV, i, 309), is a reticent admission of his full' 
understanding of the defects or legalism. Christianity now 
stands before him as vindicated. The tradition of his fathers 
and his Providence have failed him. He has no alternative ex-
cept to say, "I am content,"' in weary acknowledgement of the 
fact that he can no longer make his stand on the discredited 
Law. The next point, I think, cannot be made more directly 
than by Miss Lewalski's succinct phrasing: 
Indeed, Portia's final tactic -- that of per-
mitting the law to demonstrate its own de-
structiveness-~ seems a working out of Paul's 
metaphor of the Law as a nschoolemaster to 
bring us to Christ 9 that we might be made 
righteous by faith 9' (Galo iiio 24). The meta-
phor was utilized by all the major Christian 
theological traditions, and received much the 
same interpretation in all of them.89 
... 
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She then cites Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Coverdale, and Per-
kins to illustrate consensus on the point made by Paul that 
the Law condemns all men by reason of their imperfection 
and thus is a schoolmaster leading to Christ who, being per-
fect, was the only one who could keep the Law. ,. Under the 
mer1 t of Christ, and by God' ~----mercy lies the only avenue to 
human salvation. 
i • 
The law could have claimed Shylock's life, but instead 
it was invoked against him in this sense of "schoolmaster-
ship." We can believe his mind has become disposed to rec-
ognize Mercy before his next lessoning by Antonio who re-
l quests the levy of the court: 
" 
So please my lord the duke and all the court To quit the fine for one halt' of his goods, I am content; so he will let me have The other half in use, to render it, Upon his death~ unto the gentleman That lately stole his daughter: Two things provided more, that, for this favour, He presently become a Christian; The other, that he do record a gift Here in the court of all he dies possess'd Unto his son Lorenzo and his daughter. 
{IV, i, 380-390) 
These stipulations have been regarded as penalties 
,· 
when they are really mercies to Shylock by fiat. The re-
turn of half his goods is not the only favor. By assuming 
Christianity in consequence of the lessoning he has re-
ceived, he will be able to regard Lorenzo as a fellow Chris-
tian and as a "·son" rather than as one who has stolen his 
daughter.. That he provide for Lorenzo and Jessica upon 
., 
t• 
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his death is not a penalty., for really it deprives ~.Lim of 
nothing, but it is an exaction of mercy from him which will 
be a small expense indeed compared to the love his daughter 
and her husband will return to him for it while he lives. 
If we suppose that he will eventually do with willin,~ness as 
,, 
Antonio directs, then Jessica will note that at last she has 
a father whose love is not obscured by a prior concern for 
money, and the affections which had been stunted in her 
heart will then be free to grow. Will Shylock now suddenly 
and completely become an outgiving and charitable person in 
a Christian sense after habits to the contrary of a life-
t,ime? It is not a reasonable supposition; that which time 
has made, time alone can make over. Conversion is really a 
slow process of relearning and new growth. But Antonio has 
made provision even against this. The halt of Shylock's 
'l) 
goods which he will retain "in use" will have to be invested 
to keep the principal intact, but what does Antonio do with 
money? He gives it to those who are in need. Probably he 
will give it to Lorenzo and Jessica, considering the concern 
f} 
·for them he now expresses. Since this half still belongs to 
Shylock, what is done with it is done in behalf of Shylock 
under the merit of Antonio, as man is under the merit of his 
Redeemer. 
We can believe that Shylock has been converted and that 
he is on the road to moral reconstitution. The conversion is 
not something suddenly thrust upon Shylock. As previously 
( 
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noted it has been roreshadowed and established as a motif of 
.Jthe Pl,.!;Y.• It· is now the logical conclusion to all tr1e pre-
vious dialectics, and "the culmination o:f all the symbolic 
action thus far described." Concerning this Miss Lewalski 
goes on to state: 
Now that Shylock's claim to legal r~ghteousness 
has been totally destroyed, he is made to accept 
the only alternative to it, faith in Christ. 
Paul declares (Galo iio 16), "A man is not 
justified by the work~s of the Lawe, but by 
the faythe of' Jesus Christ n, and a note in the 
Bishop's Bible explains, nchrist hath fulfylled 
ye whole law, and therefore who so ever be-
leeveth in him is counted just before Godj as 
wel as he had fulfylle d ye whole law hims elf e." 
Thus the stipulation for Shylock's conversion, 
though it of course assumes the truth of 
Christianity is not antisemitic revenge: it 
simply compels Shylock to avow what his own 
experience in the trial scene has fl1lly "dem-
onstrated" i=~ that the lat'\J leads only to death 
and destruction, that faith in Christ must 
supplant human righteousness.90 
There is yet another approach to the understanding that 
the conversion is not anti-Semitic. The courtroom scene, 
which climaxes the play, is the catchbasin for the flow of 
all the previous forces. The demonstrated love., joy, humil-
ity, and noble venturing of the Christian characters are now 
crowned by Mercy in its confrontation with Justice. But Shy-
lock's Justice is the cloak of revenge; it is the explosion 
of all his qualities which have been demonstrated a~ hate, 
self-righteous pride, ignoble sobriety, and niggardly thrift. 
So as love espouses the cause or Mercy; hate, here, is the 
champion of "justice." Can Mercy harbor racial prejudice and 
... ·. 
" 
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offer in punishment its crowning gift, Salvation under 
Christ? Shylock's negative and ignoble qualities, having 
all been gathered into his effort in the courtroom, are 
spent in the defeat of "Justice." The plot situation and '~ 
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the dynamics of character development provide no other move-
ment for Shylock except toward good, and even one as obdu-
rate as he can yield to the principle that "love never 
fails." Shakespeare is not one to understate his case, and 
if Shylock were condemned we would certainly know it. There 
would not be such ample room for interpretations of the sort 
( 
of Miss Lewalski's. The subtlety with which Shylock's re-
demption is treated is toward the end of violating realistic 
expectation as little as possible, but the expectation of 
conversion from extreme bad to extreme good is not out of 
keeping with reason.if we consider the analogy of Saul of 
Tarsus before and after his experience on the road to Da-
mascus. If the subtlety of treatment to which I have al-
luded provides an opportunity for more than one interpreta-
tion, then I would rather choose that one which exonerates 
Shakespeare from the charg_e of anti-Semitism and which sep-
arates him from the barbarities of his age. 
The concept that Christianity has been proved to Shy-
lock before the stipulation for his conversion is valuable 
not only because it dispels the connotations of anti-Semitic 
revenge (critics have already stated that Elizabethan audi-
ences would not have regarded it as a penalty, but rather as 
.., 
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an opportunity for Shylock to achi.eve salvation), but also 
· it gives us better reason to be satisfied with the
 way Shy-
lock regarded the conversion. Elizabethan audienc
e-reaction 
aside, we still must consider the affront to Shyloc
k of hav-
ing a religion which he has despised now forced up
on hi~.· 
There would be little salvation for him indeed if 
he did not 
~ 
accept the conversion as a free moral choice, as t
he casket 
scene has demonstrated with Bassanio, and as Port
ia's state-
ment specifies: "The quality of mercy is not (con)strained,"
 
or the essential characteristic of love is .that it
 be volun-
tary and not enforced. The most rational view is 
that be-
fore the new can be constructed, the old must be to
rn down. 
With Shylock's defeat is the defeat of the Pharisa
ic error, 
and the ground is cleared for the building of truth
, a slow 
process, but the terms of which and the plans have 
been ac-
cepted by Shylock with his statement, "I am conten
t," acced-
ing to all that Antonio has stipulated. 
By applying the eclectic Christian standards set f
orth 
in Douglas' Bible Dictionary we can avoid the poss
ibility of. 
"special pleading," while we fairly epitomize the a
llegory 
of The Merchant of Venice: 
-- ----
- - ---
Those whom God's life-giving love does not 
reach are nchildren of wrath" ( John iii. 35 f.; 
Ephesians iio 3 f.) and of "the devil" (Jn. viii. 
44) o o o Man's natural state is to be God's · , 
enemy (Romo Ve 10; c·olo io 21)~ and to hate Him 
(Lko XiXo 14; Jno XVo 18 ffo), .this enmity being 
seen for ·what it is in the crucifixion$ This 
attitude is transformed into one of love by the 
prio92action of G
od in loving man (1 Jn. iv. 11, 
19). 
( 
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Shylock's behavior· has illustrated the natural bent of 
man, and while· his Jewish connection in the play is .firmly 
established, the application can reach out to anyone who is 
divorced from God. 
This new ,attitude is far from a sentimental 
utopianism, for it must issue in practical help 
to those who need it ( Lko x o 33 ff o ) 9 nor is it 1 .J/'-
a superficial virtue, for it involves a funda-
mental response of the heart (1 Cor. xiii Eassim) 
to the prior love of God {l Jn. iv. 19 RSV).93 
Thus it is with Belmont. And Antonio has given practical aid 
to Bassanio; Bassanio and Portia have aided him. Antonio 
does practical deeds of kindness for many others. 
The characteristic form of love in the New 
Testament is love for the fellow-Christian (Jn. 
xv. 12, 17; Galo Vio 10; l Peto iiie 8~ ivo 8; 
1 Jno iio 10; iiio 4)j love for the outsider 
being expressed in the evangelistic outreach 
(Acts i. 8; x. 45; Rom. i. 15 f.) and in the 
patiept endurance of persecution (1 Pet. ii. 
20). 94 
All of these qualities have been illustrated throughout the 
play, but some are presented emphatically in the trial scene. 
The Christian loves his brother: (1) to imitate 
God's love (Mto v. 43, 45; Epho v. 2; 1 Jn. iv. 
11; (2) becausg5he sees in him Christ himself (Mt. xxv. 40). 
This provides another approach to the understanding of why 
those figures which best embody Christian virtue also most 
closely resemble Christ in the artistic representation. 
As has been indicated at the outset of this paper, Shy-
lock, a solitary figure, carries many loads: in the natural-
istic presentation he is a villainous, a comic, and sometimes 
;,-:·.;;.· 
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a pathetic figure; allegorically he takes on the guise of 
Pharisee and sometimes the personification or Evil. There 
are also indications, not touched upon, that he represents·a 
Messianic figure according to the idea of sectarian Judaism. 
This can be demonstrated in the similarity or his name to 
.' 
"Shilohn and to the Hebrew name "Shaleach" which means "dele-
gate withs. mission 11 ; 96 in his assumption of racial repre-
sentation; and in his heroically scaled revenge. In the end 
he proves to be a man who is redeemed. 
, With this summary in mind, it is possible now to answer 
Walter Kerr's challenge: 
Shylock is inconsistent, unsettling. We come 
away complaining of one thing or another: the 
actor has not been able to sustain Shylock's 
tragic greatness 9 the other players have not 
been adroit enough to hoist the light scenes 
in the air, the director has failed to pull 
the two tones of the play into satisfactory 
balance. Arter three, or six~ or a dozen' 
such productions, we reluctantly come to one 
of two possible conclusions~ either Shakespear.e 
never meant Shylock to be played so sympathet-
ically, in which case he probabky was anti= 
Semitic; or he did mean him to be sympathetic 
in the midst of all this roolery, in which 
case he was quite a clumsy playwrightc 
Both views, in effect~ abandon the play. 
Those who come to the former conclusion simply 
refuse it performance, as high school and com-
munity theaters have done in recent years. 
Those who arrive at the latter conclusion go 
on patiently waiting for the superbly serious 
Shylock which is sure to come, while granting 
that, in the over-all management of the play, 
Shakespeare had temporarily lost command of 
his craft. 
Since most of us are not quite willing to 
surrender the work, since there is so much in 
it that is irresistibly appealing, since Shy-
lock will never stop teasing us, it is surpris-
ing that we have not had the energy to cast 
about f'or still another alternative -- espe-
cially since one exists. There is always the hypothetical possibility that Shakespeare lrn.ew what he was doing~ and that what he was doing was writing a true comedyj and that he 
was able to sustain his single tone perfectly because in Shylock he has drawn neither a 
melodre.matic v:tllain nor a tragic hero, out 
a true comic giant.97 
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The allegorical understanding is yet another alterna-
tive; it greatly dispels the anti-Semiti kura that has re-
-~;-,/ '1<, 
sulted from Jewish identification with Pa talone because of 
the influence of The Merchant £f_ Venice played over the years 
as a straight romantic comedy. This understanding is one 
which accepts elements of the melodramatic and the comic in 
~. "-
Snyl o ck where indeed they exist. Although it rules him out 
as a tragic hero, because the play is not balanced to accom-
modate him as such, nevertheless he might bear some of the 
background coloring. of tragedy in the mosaic of his complex 
artistic formulation. He is mainly, as has been argued, a 
symbol of the Pharisee in an adaptation_ of a mystery play. 
The sympathy toward him is ambivalent, deliberately so, 
pointing to his ultimate redemption and illustrating the 
mixture of ree}ings that Christ could have had when he said, 
''Woe to you!" to the scribes and Pharisees, pronouncing con-
damnation upon those who were practising their religion 
falsely, and yet who devoted the whole course b~ his min-
istry to the "lost sheep of the house of Israel," saying in 
,. the midst of his rebukes, "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the killer 
-"". 
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of the prophets and the stoner of those sent, forth to,, 
her, 
-- how often I wanted to gather your children together,
 the 
way a hen gathers her chicks together under her wingsl 
But 
you people did not want it." (Matthew 23: 37). 
The fifth act, in part, contributes to the allegory, as
 
previously noted, but also it provides a last impressio
n 
which erases the distinction between fairy-tale and rea
lity, 
between myth and parable. The resolution of the ring-p
lot, 
Portia's earthy joke about having.;the doctor ror her bed-
fellow, to whom Bassanio gave the ring, the idyll of Lo
ren-
zo and Jessica combine to make up a light-hearted note 
which 
puts to rout our serious concern and dispels to air the 
no-
tion that Shakespeare has implied a moral in this play
. In 
the spell of this act we can almost doubt that we have 
been 
instructed and swear that we were only entertained • 
The central concern of this paper has been the allegory
, 
and in pursuing it I have not intended to deny Mr. Cog
hill's 
view that "all the characters can be shown to have a de
ter-
minable human psychology consistent with themselves and
 
with the story.n98 But the unity of The Merchant£!. Venice 
and its artistic excellence is revealed in the harmoni
ous 
organization of these many elements. 
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